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Abstract 

This thesis is a case study analysis of honour killings in Jordan. It also 

provides an historical and political account of Jordan as a background 

context for understanding honour killings in that country. 

The data were collected over a two year period and involved in-depth 

interviews with government and non-government officials and other key 

stakeholders with substantial knowledge of honour killings. Simultaneously, 

court documents of thirty court trials involving honour crimes which 

occurred in Jordan between 1993 and 2010 were collected, collated 

and analysed. 

A grounded theory approach was taken in deducing themes from the 

data, and critical theory was utilized in theorizing the findings, which are 

framed by three major themes: honour, law and society. These themes 

form a trellis for discussing the perceptions of research participants and 

the analysis of the court data. 

The research presents three substantial findings. 

a. This research moves beyond what the literature presents on the 

global concept of honour to enable a localised understanding of 

this crime. This augments much contemporary scholarship and 

suggests that for any change to occur in the incidence and 

reporting of this crime in Jordan, local understanding is pivotal. 

b. Honour is still perceived as a driving conviction which remains 

fundamental in Jordanian society.  Altering this belief in a way that 

respects important aspects of honour itself while disavowing the 

crime and the gendered essence of honour killings will require 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

viii 

thoughtful changes at every level of the Jordanian system of 

governance and society. 

c. The laws about honour killings in Jordan are progressing at a much 

faster pace than changes in attitudes within the Jordanian society. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

In this chapter, I provide an outline of this research. Through my personal 

understanding of the complex Jordanian culture, aided by an extensive 

literature search, a research topic was developed with a clear question 

and sub-questions. This chapter provides an understanding of why the 

subject of crimes committed in the name of honour is one which 

arguably requires further research and exploration. It also provides a 

preliminary overview of some significant background literature, a 

methodological positioning for the research, and an outline of each 

chapter to follow. 

1.1 The Beginnings  

When addressing the academy about the specific form of cultural 

violence against women known as ‘honour killings’, the first question I am 

often asked is, “why did you choose such a grim topic?” The answer is 

complicated. Growing up, studying and living in Jordan for the first 

twenty years of my life shaped the journey which led me to this research.  

Exploring the topic of crimes committed in the name of honour in Jordan 

has been difficult. To provide a context for this study, I commence with 

an excerpt from Rana Husseini, a leading expert on the topic of honour 

killings. In her book titled, “Murder in the name of Honour” (2009, p. xi), 

she describes honour crimes thus:  

Imagine your sister or daughter being killed for chewing gum, for laughing at a 
joke in the street, for wearing make-up or a short skirt, for choosing her own 
boyfriend/husband or becoming pregnant.  This is what happens to five thousand 
women who are murdered each year in the name of honour; that’s thirteen 
women every single day. It is very likely that this figure, calculated by the UN in 
2000, is a gross underestimate. Many cases are never reported and many more 
so-called honour killings are disguised as suicides and disappearances. This is 
something I know to be true in my home country of Jordan where, according to 
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Police and medical officials, there is an average of twenty-five so-called honour 
killings annually.  

A so-called honour killing occurs when a family feels that their female relative has 
tarnished their reputation by what they loosely term ‘immoral behaviour’. The 
person chosen by the family to carry out the murder (usually male: a brother, 
father, cousin, paternal uncle or husband) brutally ends their female relative’s life 
to cleanse the family of the ‘shame’ she brought upon them. The title ‘honour 
killing’ is ironic in the extreme because these murders, and the manner in which 
they are carried out, lack any honour whatsoever.  

These words present a powerful picture of the reality of the problem at a 

very personal level. As well, this statement provides a start to 

understanding the poignancy and significance of honour killings 

worldwide. It is important to note the language Husseini uses in labelling 

this crime ‘so-called honour killing’. For Husseini, it is essential to strip the 

justification of the act of such killings of its descriptor of ‘honour’. 

All academic scholarship uses the term honour killing to define the act of 

killing women and girls in circumstances where they are perceived to 

have dishonoured the family. Whilst deeply respecting Husseini’s 

importantly nuanced stance on the topic, I continue to use the term 

‘honour killings’ rather than ‘so-called honour killing’ because the term 

‘honour killings’ is one that is in common use and utilising it reduces the 

chance of adding even more complexity to this already complex thesis. 

‘Honour’ is a term that is loosely defined and its definition varies with its 

geographical context. In this thesis I focus on honour killings in Jordan. As 

will be demonstrated in later chapters, honour in all countries is defined 

according to societal and cultural expectations (Abu-Odeh 1997). This 

research interrogates the Jordanian socio-political positioning of honour 

to facilitate further understanding of the construction of the societal 

meanings about honour killings within this complex traditional values- 

based society.  
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I have been able to undertake this research project in part because I 

lived in Jordan for most of my life and am familiar with the composition 

of society and the way political systems function there. I have also been 

able to delve into data collection because of my family’s social standing 

which helped to build trust with my research participants. If it were not 

for these factors, a research project of such sensitivity would have been 

far more difficult. 

Jordan is a class-based society; however, the notion and importance of 

honour is a concept that exists amongst all classes, yet the definition of 

honour has a different meaning to every family and individual. I always 

knew that the issue of honour killings existed in Jordan, and I also knew 

that it was real. I knew that virginity before marriage was imperative,and 

that it meant much more than a physical membrane inside an organ of 

a human body. I knew that it represented chastity and purity to most 

women and girls in Jordan. I also knew that if some women lost their 

virginity, a male member in their family may kill them. 

 In saying all of this, 10 or 15 years ago this topic was taboo. No one was 

prepared to discuss or explore the topic openly. Because of that, and 

because of the vast societal differences and expectations between 

groups in Jordan, I always wanted to understand how some families can 

impose a strict ‘rule of honour’ on their daughters, whilst others don’t – 

yet they live under the same political structure. As a teenager in Jordan, I 

could not fathom this concept, because at the end of the day, we were 

all living in the one country, sharing a similar culture with parallel customs, 

language and nationality. However, a lot of us were and still are vastly 

different in part because of those societal pressures that exist. Through 

growing up, moving to Perth, Western Australia, and acquiring 

knowledge, the hunger to explore this gap, which I lived and 
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experienced in my tradition and culture, grew and expanded, and 

motivated me to take on a challenge of exploring this topic further. 

During the last stages of completing a Masters degree in social work I 

undertook a research component in clinical counselling which enabled 

me to focus on war victims of torture and trauma. I returned to Jordan to 

work with refugees and explore notions of trauma, mostly to female 

victims. It was during this time that conversations around the topic of 

honour killings had become less taboo, and I heard stories of women 

who had either directly lost a daughter, sister or cousin, or who knew 

someone who was a victim of an honour killing. This experience 

motivated me to read avidly on the topic and to try and explore what 

had been written on the subject. I came across numerous articles, media 

clippings and a number of personal biographical accounts and spent 

two years learning more about the topic. The more I explored it, the 

more confused I felt as I started learning about the law in Jordan and 

how some men were reported to be getting away with murder in the 

name of honour. The idea that men were getting away with murder 

because of its tie with honour deeply disturbed me and I felt that morally, 

due to the chances that I had been given in life, I needed to explore this 

topic further and in more depth. Because of its taboo nature, I also knew 

this topic was not one easily accessible to just anyone who would want 

to undertake such a project. This provided an incentive for the ‘digging 

of tunnels’ in areas where many others could not easily go. 

This research focuses on honour killings in Jordan where ‘honour’ is a 

concept that exists amongst all classes. However, ‘honour’ has a 

different meaning to every family and individual (Abu-Lughod 2011).  In 

an early analysis of the literature, I located extensive scholarship on a 

variety of facets of honour killings along with evidence of significant 

legislative changes that had been put in place to reduce the incidence 
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of honour killings. However, equally apparent, was a consistent 

observation that there was no significant change in the number of 

honour killings taking place in Jordan (Fdailat 2012). In light of this, it was 

of particular interest to me that no research had been reported to 

explain the hiatus between legislative change and the societal status 

quo of honour killings.  

 

In summary, my interest in undertaking this research stemmed from my 

awareness that honour killings constitute a significant contemporary 

problem in Jordan and appear not to be abating despite changes to 

the law. This awareness intensified my desire to contribute to the 

reduction/eradication of this crime. Furthermore, the privilege of being 

an ‘insider’ provided me with access to people and institutions that I 

would otherwise not have been privy to. Merriam et. Al. (2001, p. 411) 

suggest: 

It has commonly been assumed that being an insider means easy access, the 
ability to ask more meaningful questions and read non-verbal cues, and most 
importantly be able to project a more truthful, authentic understanding of the 
culture under study. 

I decided to enrol in the PhD program at The University of Western 

Australia and to explore the socio-political context of honour killings in 

Jordan. What follows is a record of my research into the socio-political 

umbrella of crimes committed in the name of honour in Jordan. 

1.2 Research Aim 

Whilst being positioned within a broad research context of honour killings 

in general – which is dominated by the examination of the roles of 

gender, etiology, theology and domestic violence – this research focuses 

on the socio-political understanding of honour killings in Jordan. The main 
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aim of this research is to examine the social and political sphere under 

which honour killings occur in Jordan. Furthermore, whilst this research is 

not underpinned by feminist theory and ideology, I feel strongly about 

the gendered nature of this issue. Hessler (2012, p. 1) underpins this by 

explaining that ‘women’s lack of political and social status in their 

communities and families hampers the realization of their human rights 

on a number of dimensions’.  

Undertaking a case study of honour crimes in Jordan by examining the 

legislative changes relevant to honour killings, alongside an interrogation 

of societal meanings attributed to honour would, I hoped, enable me to 

gain an insight into the meaning of honour in that country and assist in 

developing policies to aid its reduction and eventual eradication. 

1.3 The Evolution of the Research Questions 

Several attempts to amend Articles of the Criminal Code in Jordan 

relating to murder (which include all reported honour killings) have been 

undertaken, with many of them being unsuccessful (Abu Hassan & 

Welchman 2005; Husseini 2009). The reasons for this are unclear. During 

my enrolment in the PhD program in 2009, Jordan’s Parliament passed a 

Bill that heavily increased the punishment in relation to murders 

committed in the name of honour. It was anticipated that such a drastic 

shift in policy and law would curb and decrease the number of honour 

crimes occurring in Jordan (Al-Matalka & Hussainat 2013). This reduction, 

however, did not occur. As observed earlier, these crimes continue to 

take place and some argue that they actually increased (Devers & 

Bacon 2010). 

As a result of international and internal pressure (Abu Hassan & 

Welchman 2005; Nanes 2003a), the criminal law legislation took a major 

turn in Jordan in 2009. Following these changes, men could no longer get 
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away with minor prison sentences for killing a female relative. Since the 

early 2000s, the minimum prison sentence has been nine years. Before 

this, some men were being imprisoned for a period of six months for 

committing an honour crime (Nanes 2003a; Nesheiwat 2004). It might 

have been thought that with tough laws being introduced the honour 

crime rate would have decreased; however, this is not the case (Abu 

Hassan & Welchman 2005; Al-Matalka & Hussainat 2013; Eisner & 

Ghuneim 2013). There is no clear explanation for this apparently 

unexpected outcome. 

In order to understand and contextualise the changes and the 

implications of these laws, my first task was to gain an understanding of 

what is known about honour killings in general. The second was to 

understand honour killings in Jordan, in particular; that is, how the crime is 

understood and rationalized, and whether there are different dimensions 

to honour killings there. Both of these were required in order to weave 

the threads between legislation and the societal construction of honour 

My two research questions are: 

1) What factors explain the incidence and continuation of honour 

killings in Jordan? 

2) How might an understanding of the causes and continuation of 

honour killings in Jordan aid in developing opportunities for policy 

and legislation changes that might reduce and eventually 

eradicate honour killings there? 

1.4 Definitions and a Brief Context 

There is a large and important literature relevant to this thesis. 

Conceptually, this literature covers the concept of honour itself; the 
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historical and geographical projection of honour; legal aspects of 

honour; the gendered nature of honour killings; religious interpretations, 

societal understanding and positioning around honour and gender - 

based and domestic violence. These conceptual constructs cannot be 

separated: understandably, they overlap as is apparent throughout the 

research. They all provide a background context for this analysis that 

focuses on societal views and legislative change. 

A simple definition of honour comes from the Oxford dictionary: 

The quality of knowing and doing what is morally right 

This definition is simple, yet highlights the situational complexity of the 

term. ‘Honour’ is defined in relation to the cultural and moral context in 

which it is embedded (Baker, Gregware & Cassidy 1999). What ‘honour’ 

means to certain groups, families and individuals differs not only from 

one part of the world to another, but also between families and even 

individuals within any one society. It is my premise that understanding the 

meaning of this term is central to grasping why men kill in the name of 

honour and how such killings may remain justified in the eyes of the 

State. Arguably, integral to this understanding is the need to consider 

honour from an historical context, in particular as it relates to the Arab 

world. 

Human Rights Watch defines honour killings as: 

Acts of vengeance, usually death, committed by male family members against 
female family members, who are held to have brought dishonor upon the 
family…. The mere perception that a woman has behaved in a way that 
“dishonors” her family is sufficient to trigger an attack on her life (Violence 
Against Women and 'Honor' Crimes  2001). 

‘Dishonour’ is a contested term. What one family may portray as 

‘dishonour’ may be different in the eyes of another family. As a result of 
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this, honour crimes are very complex and difficult to understand. They 

are embedded within the foundation of a society and the composition 

of culture, gender, religion, family, state and community (Ali 2008). In 

expanding on this complexity, Gill (2011, p. 221) states: 

Honour-based violence is usually differentiated from other forms of domestic 
violence on the grounds that it (a) occurs within the framework of collective family 
structures, communities and societies; (b) involves a premeditated act, designed 
to restore a societal construction of honour as a value system, norm or tradition, 
and (c) is based on men’s putative right to control women’s sexual and social 
choices, with a concomitant perception of women as the property of men. 

When one speaks of honour, the issues of gender and sexuality dominate 

the discourse (Amira El-Azhary 2003). It is clear from this literature that 

understanding the complex notion of honour requires an appreciation of 

discourses on gender, feminism and sexuality. This important context 

provides a background tableau and is provided in Chapters Two and 

Four. 

Returning again to Gill’s definition above, in which she outlines some of 

the complexity in defining honour-based violence, it can be 

extrapolated that honour-based violence is influenced by a set 

understanding of the particular culture of Jordan, where honour 

becomes a term that guides people’s actions and decisions in society. 

Although Gill provides a definition of honour-based violence that is 

global rather than specific to Jordan, it points to some possible ways of 

helping to understand the unique aspects of honour in Jordan.  

In Jordan, as with other surrounding countries, the term ‘honour’ is 

exemplified by the way women hold themselves and act within a 

circumscribed sphere (Amira El-Azhary 2003). These gender relations and 

differences have become integral to the formation of society and 

culture. This is in part because Jordan is a tribal society, and tribal culture 
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is one that has diffused into mainstream culture in current times (Bin 

Muhammad 1999). Bin Muhammad offers additional invaluable 

information regarding tribal history in Jordan, explaining how tribal 

culture affects the way Jordanian society functions in modern life and 

suggesting honour does not necessarily derive from family relationships 

and kinship, but derives from tribal belonging and familiarity. He argues 

that within the societal sphere, and within the Jordanian context, it is 

essential to appreciate the significance of belonging. In order to belong 

to a tribe the family needs to re-produce, and it is only through a 

female’s body that reproduction can occur. Marris and Saharo (2001) 

link this tribal understanding of reproduction to the importance of purity:  

[T]he control of women’s rather than men’s sexuality is because it is through 
women that the biological and cultural reproduction of the group takes place. This 
makes the control of their sexuality essential for the preservation of the group 
boundaries. It is a way to be sure of the legitimacy of heirs. The honour system 
and honour killing can thus be explained as instrumental to the group’s survival 
(Marris et al (2001, p. 59).  

The argument of Maris and Saharo complements the tribal interpretation 

in relation to understanding the societal roots of crimes committed in the 

name of honour. They explain that the biological construction of the 

female body has played a fundamental role in embedding the notion of 

honour within a female’s actions. Faqir (2001, p. 69) strengthens this 

argument by suggesting that the purity of females is connected to purity 

of breed: 

Chastity can be achieved through purity of breed, which is seen as synonymous 
with the purity of females. In Arab Muslim culture, the honour of the patrilineal 
group is bound up with the sex organs of its daughters.  

Arguably, this is historically where the need for purity within a tribe stems 

from. If purity is not achieved, harsh consequences for women exist, and 

culturally this fundamental belief about purity and the consequences of 

its loss have led to crimes committed in the name of honour. Through 
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reproduction, individuals are adding to their society and creating culture 

through a new human being.  

Since honour crimes are acts that closely and meticulously involve the 

family, the concept of family reliance is one that is dominant when trying 

to understand the dynamics of crimes committed in the name of honour. 

As Bin Muhammad notes in describing what defines a tribe, those 

characteristics are still evident within Jordanian families. Jordan is a 

patriarchal society, and in many families women remain totally 

dependent on male support (Bin Muhammad 1999; Araji & Carlson 

2001). The role of women within the Jordanian family and tribe is 

arguably a microcosm of their roles in society more generally. If women 

are abused in the home environment they will generally not report the 

abuse to authorities (Faqir 2001; Al-Badayneh 2012).  

Abu-Odeh (1996) describes the broader role of women in Arab society. 

In so doing, she links virginity and purity as integral to defining female 

behaviour in the familial and societal sphere, and arguably in relation to 

policy and the law. In Jordan, the way women act in public is always 

under scrutiny due to strict gender rules. Everyone tries to avoid being 

seen negatively and the associated gossip that may spread and cause 

retaliation. Being the subject of gossip in Jordan is to be avoided 

because it means that one’s family is not functioning in accordance with 

societal expectations. A large percentage of honour crimes in the Arab 

world, and particularly in Jordan, are based on gossip (Awwad 2001). 

Through gossip, murder occurs (Awwad 2001; Husseini 2009).  

Awwad (2001, p. 45) clearly illustrates that ‘gossip is a tool used by 

community members to spread the unpleasant reality or truth that a 

certain family’s honour has been tarnished, and therefore a family’s 

social and prestigious status is in danger’. She argues that gossip is 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

12 

generally associated with the place of women and if the gossip is taken 

literally by the family it alters its social status and requires the family to 

take remedial action – to purge and re-establish its honour. 

In summary, there are a number of contextual matters associated with 

honour killings in Jordan and other countries. These include the place of 

family within the public sphere, the understanding of the tribe and 

reproduction therein, the importance of chastity and purity, and the 

impact gossip has on families. Additional literature focuses on the role of 

Islam in honour killings. In this thesis I do not focus on religion per se, but 

frame the research within the primary perspectives of honour and 

shame, gender and patriarchy, and the law. In doing so, I take into 

consideration and accept that Islam has inevitably played a major role 

in shaping the society of Jordan and surrounding countries, and I refer to 

the important contexts of religion and feminism where these are relevant 

to the analysis. I do not adopt a formal feminist stance in the research 

but do consistently refer to feminist literature where it is appropriate to do 

so as there can be no doubt that honour killings are essentially gendered 

in nature (Andersson 2003). 

1.5 The Epistemology of this Study 

This research is exploratory and qualitative in its design (Denzin & Lincoln 

2005b). It utilises a constructivist approach to research, as meaning is 

constantly being constructed around major concepts such as law, 

honour, values and gender. In describing the constructivist perspective, 

Crotty (1998, p. 42) explains: 

In the constructionist view, as the word suggests, meaning is not discovered but 
constructed. Meaning does not inhere in the object, merely waiting for someone 
to come upon it.  
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Utilising a qualitative research approach and keeping in mind the 

sensitive nature of the topic, I analyse the data in an unobtrusive sense 

by critically constructing meaning around what my participants express. 

Because this topic is sensitive from political, gender and power 

perspectives, a critical theoretical approach was adopted as the main 

epistemological framework. Kinceloe and McLaren (2005, p. 305) 

describe critical theory thus: 

Critical research can be understood best in the context of the empowerment of 
individuals. Inquiry that aspires to the name ‘critical’ must be connected to an 
attempt to confront the injustice of a particular society or public sphere within the 
society. Research thus becomes a transformative endeavor unembarrassed by 
the label ‘political’ and unafraid to consummate a relationship with emancipatory 
consciousness.  

My ultimate research objective is to confront the injustices of honour 

killings and to name and challenge the discourses that might perpetuate 

them. 

1.6 The Data 

The data were collected over a period of two years. I travelled to Jordan 

in 2009 and 2010 and interviewed individuals who had a clear 

understanding on the topic of honour killings, including lawyers, judges, 

doctors, human rights activists and journalists. Key individuals were 

located and contacted through an extensive media search. I also used 

a snowball sampling technique (Patton 2002) to locate informants and 

determine who additionally should be invited to participate in the study. 

In-depth and unstructured interviews on the topic of honour killings were 

conducted with all participants over the two-year period. 

The second source of data consisted of court cases of crimes committed 

in the name of honour. I collected data from court documents dated 

from 1993 to 2010 to provide an insight into, and detailed account of, 
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court proceedings involving men who had been accused of honour 

killings during this time.  

1.7 Data Analysis 

Adopting a constructivist grounded theoretical approach to data 

analysis, all data were translated and transcribed and entered into 

NVivo software for analysis. A thematic analysis was conducted, 

whereby major themes were identified through the translated text and 

saturated for the purpose of deducing main themes.  

1.8 Justification and Importance of this Research Project 

While there is a significant literature on honour killings in a global sense, 

the literature and studies conducted on honour killings in Jordan are 

limited. This study provides an original contribution to the pool of 

knowledge on the area of crimes committed in the name of honour. I 

hope the research will aid institutions in designing policies that fit with the 

needs of the Jordanian society through means that are parallel with 

global human rights conventions.  

As already stated, this research focuses on the socio-political context of 

honour killings in Jordan. Most existing research which focuses on crimes 

committed in the name of honour, indicates that whilst one can write 

about the socio-political aspects of honour crimes, little is known or 

understood about the link between law and the way citizens relate to it 

in Jordan. There are, however, some suggested links between law and 

behaviour in this matter. Therefore, the relationship of the law, in its many 

aspects, to social and cultural situations should be considered a 

necessary part of the understanding of that situation (Schiff 1976). When 

leniency is shown to perpetrators of an honour crime, men appear to 

take strength from knowing that the law is on their side, and as a result 

have no fear in regard to their actions (Feldner 2000; Arnold 2001). 
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Indeed the legal system, historically, appears to demonstrate that it 

protects perpetrators of crimes committed in the name of honour 

(Arnold 2001).  

(Abu Hassan & Welchman 2005; Nanes 2003a)(Nanes 2003a; Nesheiwat 

2004)This research offers a further understanding of the complex 

relationship between law and society as a component of investigating 

the meaning of honour to Jordanians.  

1.9 Chapter Outline 

Structurally, this dissertation is divided into ten chapters. This first chapter 

has provided a general overview and introduction to the topic and the 

reasons why this research is important. The research questions are also 

introduced, with a brief overview of the methodological approach and 

design of the research. 

Chapter Two is divided into two sections. The first section presents a 

review of the literature written on the topic of honour killings from a 

global perspective and provides an international context. Key elements 

that are explored here include concepts concerned with law, gender, 

society, femininity, chastity, purity and religion. This chapter also reviews 

some of the literature written on domestic violence and cultural 

domestic violence as these relate to the concepts of honour and honour 

killings. The second section provides an overview of literature that is 

specific to Jordan. Literature on the topic of crimes in Jordan that are 

committed in the name of honour is explored.  

Chapter Three discusses Jordanian history, focusing on the creation of 

the monarchy and how the legal code was formed. This chapter also 

describes Jordan’s place in the Middle East and links the country’s 

historical account to the issue of crimes committed in the name of 
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honour. Further, this chapter briefly looks at honour killings through a 

socio-political lens by exploring the composition of Jordanian society 

that has grown out of political and historical turmoil. The second section 

of this chapter describes the Jordanian legal scene in relation to the 

criminal code and to crimes committed in the name of honour. 

Chapter Four outlines the research design and methods used for this 

study. The chapter explores the epistemological grounding of this study. 

It also outlines the way data have been collected and analysed using a 

grounded theory approach.  

Chapter Five is the first section of the data findings. In this chapter all 

court cases I reviewed are summarised. The chapter paints a picture of 

the thirty cases I reviewed. The second section of the chapter provides a 

comprehensive picture of six cases selected to highlight particular 

matters for the purposes of this research. 

Chapter Six is the first chapter of three that closely examines the three 

major themes that emerged from the data analysis. In it I examine the 

theme of honour and its place in Jordanian society.  

Chapter Seven examines the second theme that emerged, which relates 

to law as it is concerned with honour killings in Jordan.  

Chapter Eight examines the third theme of society and the way society 

perceives honour crimes.  

Chapter Nine presents the conclusions of this study. 

In the next chapter, I present a literature review on concepts of 

gendered violence, honour-based violence and other forms of violence 

that fit into the realms of this study. This provides a solid understanding of 
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some of the concepts surrounding honour and how such literature has 

been viewed and written about by scholars who have looked at the 

issue from a global and holistic perspective. The chapter also presents a 

review of literature on honour killings specific to Jordan. 
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Chapter 2: A Review of the Literature 

In this chapter, I review how scholars have conceptualised the complex 

meanings behind honour and how the term honour is globally debated 

and contextualised by scholars. Furthermore, I briefly contextualise and 

review some literary work on issues surrounding violence, cultural 

violence and gendered violence against women. I describe how these 

three terms are linked with the practice of honour and honour-based 

violence. In the second section of this chapter, I focus on honour and 

honour crimes in Jordan and the Middle East, in which I review concepts 

of society/culture, gender, religion and law.  

In researching for this chapter it became apparent there are lacunae in 

the scholarship/research on issues surrounding honour killings. Indeed 

much of the scholarship appears fragmented, focusing on law, religion, 

gender and patriarchy while not necessarily linking these to historical or 

cultural understandings of honour killings. Exploring these issue has been 

particularly challenging, due in part to these lacunae in the literature 

and because the cultural context of domestic violence and honour 

killings has been limited until recent years (Faqir 2001; Kulczycki & Windle 

2011). 

2.1 Positioning Violence and Gender 

It is generally agreed that the subject of this study falls under the 

classification of honour-based violence (HBV) (Khan 2006; Gill, Begikhani 

& Hague 2012; Gill 2011). Such a classification is one that has emerged in 

the past 15 years. Khan (2006, p. 3) offers an insight into this gradual 

emergence where she indicates that it is only in the past 15 years that 

this form of violence has been termed and named by the media. One 

can speculate that the media has played a role in globally positioning 
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this form of violence. Terman (2010) conducts a lengthy study examining 

the global usage of this term and in so doing supports Khan’s thesis. 

Gill (2011, p. 221) questions why honour-based violence came to be 

differentiated from domestic violence and hence acquire its name. She 

observes: 

Honour based violence is usually differentiated from other forms of domestic 
violence on the grounds that it (a) occurs within the framework of collective family 
structures, communities and societies; (b) involves a premeditated act, designed 
to restore a societal construction of honour as a value system, norm or tradition, 
and (c) is based on men’s putative right to control women’s sexual and social 
choices, with a concomitant perception of women as the property of men.  

This is not to suggest that crimes committed in the name of honour did 

not exist prior to the past two decades. In fact, as this chapter will 

demonstrate, such crimes have existed for thousands of years.  Husseini 

(2010, p. 154) observes: 

‘So-called’ honour crimes and honour-related violence (HRV) against women are 
deeply rooted in history and date back to ancient civilizations across many 
continents.  

It is only in the past 20 years that the media has given the label of 

‘honour killings’ to such forms of violence. During this time, the sensitive 

matter of honour killings has become increasingly debated throughout 

the global media. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) estimates 

that there are around 5,000 women and girls who are killed in the name 

of honour per year in the Middle East and Southwest Asia. Husseini (2009) 

and Hart (2005) both estimate that the United Nations figure is a gross 

under-estimate of the magnitude of this problem. Faqir (2001, p. 68) 

suggests that only 7.5 percent of such cases are reported to the 

authorities, whilst 92.5 percent of the cases are believed to be 

unreported. Akyuz et. Al. (2002) propose that in Istanbul alone there is 

one honour killing every week, with over 1000 honour killings being 
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reported in the five years prior to their publication. Gaining reliable and 

accurate statistics on honour killings is almost impossible. Significant 

authority on honour killings in Jordan, Husseini (2009) explains that reliable 

statistics on honour crimes are non existent in countries such as Egypt 

and Morocco where this crime is also tolerated. 

While Husseini does not refer to honour killings specifically in Lebanon, it is 

clear that honour killings do take place in that country and, again, there 

are no reliable statistics to suggest how many honour crimes take place 

there each year (Usta, Farver & Pashayan 2007). These latter authors 

suggest that in Lebanon, as in other countries in the Middle East, honour 

crimes are classed as acts of domestic violence, and 43 per cent of all 

violence against women goes unreported (Usta, Farver & Pashayan 

2007, p. 208). 

In her writing, Khan (2006, p. 42) describes the meaning of honour by 

stating:   

The word ‘honour’, is derived from hones, honoris, in classical Latin. Honour 
means respect, esteem and prestige (Izzat in Arabic, Namoos in Persian and 
Turkish, and Ghairat in Urdu, Hindi and Punjabi). 

Plant (2005-2006, p. 110) complements Khan’s argument:  

[Honor] killings, contrary to popular belief, are not limited to specific geographic 
regions. They occur in a number of countries, and the governments and societies 
of each country react differently and provide different levels of protection to the 
victims of these killings.  

In this instance, Plant puts forward a rationale in relation to crimes of 

honour. However, she does not address the fact that crimes committed 

in the name of honour are crimes that only occur in certain cultures and 

in specific parts of the world. She does explain how crimes of honour are 
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dealt with on an international scale, but does not delve into the extent 

to which these crimes are affecting only certain societies. 

Campbell (1964) takes a different approach and suggests honour is a 

concept which is imputed by others, and a woman’s honour depends 

upon her reputation within the family. This whole notion and argument 

surrounding reputation is controversial and is addressed later in the thesis. 

Additionally, it is important to recognise that whilst the topic of this 

research falls under the classification of honour-based violence (HBV), 

this form of violence is also a form of domestic violence sanctioned and 

fuelled by certain cultural and traditional beliefs. The United Nations 

definition of violence against women, as quoted by Nora Almosaed 

(2004, pp. 69-70), includes the following: 

[Any] act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 
acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or 
private life. Accordingly, physical violence against women encompasses but is 
not limited to the following: 

• Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, 
including battering, sexual abuse and rape, dowry-related violence, female 
genital mutilation and any traditional practices harmful to women, non-
spousal violence and violence related to exploitation. 

• Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general 
community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and 
intimidation, trafficking and forced prostitution. 

• Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by 
the state, wherever it occurs. 

As indicated above, what distinguishes an honour killing from other forms 

of domestic violence is that the crime occurs for honour-related 

purposes that are strongly tied with cultural and traditional beliefs. As 

indicated earlier, the literature linking honour killings to the literature on 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

22 

domestic violence has been difficult to find. The two constructs tend to 

be addressed as separate notions – part of what I described earlier as 

‘fragmented notions’ in the literature. Hajjar (2004, p. 8) explains that in 

Muslim societies around the world information about domestic violence is 

very limited and uneven. Hajjar further explains that most of the existing 

information about domestic violence comes from local and international 

organisations, ‘including women’s and human rights organizations, and 

certain bodies of the United Nations with mandates that focus on or 

include women’s rights’.  

In linking honour killings to culture, Flood and Pease (2006) indicate there 

is powerful cross-cultural evidence that attitudes towards violence 

against women are constructed by, and only meaningful within, 

particular cultural and social contexts. Sokoloff and Dupont (2005, p. 45) 

add a potent dimension to this proposal, suggesting that culture alone is 

a simplistic concept and is mediated by important and well known 

‘structural forms of oppression’: 

Ideally, scholars would emphasize the structural underpinnings of abuse while 
not denying the existence of real differences among battered women from 
diverse backgrounds. In short, although culture is crucial to understanding and 
combating domestic violence, we cannot rest on simplistic notions of culture. 
Rather, we must address how different communities’ cultural experiences of 
violence are mediated through structural forms of oppression, such as racism, 
colonialism, economic exploitation, heterosexism, and the like. 

Another dimension to this issue is provided by Ghanim (2009) in his book, 

Gender and Violence in the Middle East, where he puts forward a 

controversial proposition on the topic of violence in relation to 

geography. He asserts the Middle East as a whole region is one in which 

violence is rampant and extraordinary due to the political instability in 

the region. Ghanim also links his geo-political argument to violence 

against women, whereby he emphasises that although violence against 

women is not culture specific, in the Middle East it is particularly 
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encompassing and extreme. This is arguably relevant to violence in 

Jordan. This view that violence against women is further exacerbated 

due to a geo-political is shared and researched by other scholars 

(Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006; Crenshaw 1991). These connections 

between violence and geography and history will be further discussed in 

Chapter Three.  

What Ghanim refers to is the relationship between honour killings and 

political violence. He presents a rationale in his book on how political 

violence can shape an individual’s understanding of gendered violence. 

The country of Jordan is known to be one of the most peaceful in the 

Middle East, however violence in neighbouring countries (Palestine, Iraq, 

Kuwait and Syria) has had a major role in shaping Jordan’s demography, 

culture and society today (Kulczycki & Windle 2011; Ghanim 2009). 

Merry (2009) adds a strong cultural context that amplifies the 

observations of Ghanim: 

Gender violence is embedded in enduring patterns of kinship and marriage, but it 
can be exacerbated by very contemporary political and economic tensions. In 
recent years, increasing economic inequalities, warfare, nationalism, and 
insecurity have increased rates of gender violence. 

What Merry suggests in this comment adds to the understanding of 

gender-based violence by placing it within a global political context. 

Khan complements Merry’s suggestions and adds a further dimension to 

them by indicating that although crimes committed in the name of 

honour are a form of gendered violence, they differ from some more 

global concepts of gendered violence as they only occur in certain 

parts of the world.  Khan (2006, p. 43) adds that such forms of violence 

exist in Asian and African communities, but are mostly dominant among 

Muslim communities. In her writings, Khan explores the notion of love and 

indicates that in the Western world women marry out of love, whilst in the 
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communities where honour crimes are rife, the kind of love she is referring 

to does not exist. She states that the family has full control over the 

sexuality of the married and unmarried daughters which plays a role in 

changing the fabric of social relation and connectedness, and in turn 

contributes to violence against women. 

Reflecting on Khan’s views, it appears indisputable that crimes 

committed in the name of honour constitute highly violent acts that in a 

global and local context are gendered in nature. In accepting that 

honour killings are crimes that fall under the umbrella of HBV, Gill (2011, p. 

219) sheds light on these killings as they are situated within the familial 

sphere. She agrees HBV is highly gendered as men are generally the 

perpetrators and they target ‘transgressive women’ with whom they 

have some association. She adds that HBV is ‘an expression of 

patriarchal power’.  

There is a generally accepted argument that crimes committed in the 

name of honour, although falling under violence against women in 

general, differ from the global phenomenon of violence against women 

perpetrated by men. That is, the literature is clear in distinguishing honour 

crimes as a different classification of crimes from domestic violence. They 

are differentiated because, unlike domestic violence, honour crimes 

occur within a specific culture and with a specific motive in mind – the 

protection of honour. As Gill (2011, p. 220) clarifies: 

In an honour-based society, the man is defined as the head of the family, 
irrespective of how much value is attached to female activities. The man is the 
defender of his and his family’s honour: it is his duty to protect his and his family’s 
honour against any behaviour that might be seen as shameful or humiliating by 
the community. He is expected to protect ‘his’ women; they are regarded as his 
property and effectively function as symbols of honour; as such, it is through the 
conduct, actions and social performances of women that families attain honour 
and prestige. 
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It is in this definition that can be seen the key matters that distinguish 

honour-based violence from other forms of gendered violence. Gill 

(2011, p. 222) strongly argues that although honour crimes are vastly 

different from other forms of domestic violence and violence against 

women,  they should not be placed in a category of their own as they 

are explicitly forms of violence against women. She explains that honour 

killings sit at ‘the extreme end of the HBV spectrum’ as acts that are 

culturally specific and biased. 

Merry (2009, p. 130) provides the following description about what 

constitutes an honour killing and in so doing links this with the argument 

that Gill makes.  

Honor killings are a form of gender violence rooted in conceptions of family honor 
and shame. Family honor depends on the bravery and courage of men and the 
sexual modesty of their women. Failures by either men or women can inflict 
damage on the whole family. Thus, when a woman fails to behave modestly or 
engages in sex outside of marriage, she brings humiliation and shame upon her 
entire family. 

Ghanim (2009, p. 42) adds to the scholarly literature on the definition of 

honour killings, emphasising that they are tightly connected to protection 

of honour within a ‘male-centred culture’ and are solely linked to the 

reputation of female relatives’ sexuality. 

The discussion above provides a glimpse of the different views expressed 

by authors and the disparity and consistency that exists on the issue of 

crimes committed in the name of honour. Despite the differences, there 

is a uniform belief within scholarship that honour crimes are specific to 

certain cultures and embody patriarchal beliefs (Merry 2009; Mernissi 

1982; Jafri 2008; Faqir 2001). Additionally, Plant (2005-2006) does not 

identify specific geographic locations where honour killings occur 

around the globe, but focuses on Jordan and Pakistan. She stipulates 
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that honour killings are acts of violence that are closely tied to family 

honour and that family members hold responsibility for maintaining 

honour and ensuring that the female members act in an honourable 

manner. 

The following section briefly contextualises the history of honour around 

the world. 

2.1.1 A History of ‘Honour’  

Understanding the different dimensions of the term ‘honour’ itself is 

essential for understanding the justifications for the violence that is 

perpetrated against women in the name of honour. In this section I 

separate the term ‘honour’ from ‘killing’. Arguably, an understanding of 

the relevance of this term is central to understanding why men kill in the 

name of honour and how such killings have been justified in the eyes of 

the State. 

‘Honour’ is a term that can be defined in relation to the cultural context 

in which it is embedded. To conduct research of this sort, an 

understanding of honour from an historical context, in particular as it 

relates to the Mediterranean region, is imperative.  Honour has a long 

history when contextualised within the Mediterranean region. Fernandez 

(2006, p. 256) comments that throughout Arab history and culture, 

women are believed to belong to their own agnatic group and men are 

believed to be responsible for women. This exemplifies a society that is 

patrilineal and patriarchal. Fernandez explains that in patrilineal societies 

male relatives have full responsibility for their women folk. Men are the 

‘acknowledged authority’ and they must control or have ‘ownership 

over women’.  
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Schneider (1971) takes this argument further and stipulates that ‘honour’ 

is a term which emerged from the early pastoral society. He suggests 

that one of the most distinct characteristics of a pastoral society is that 

the “way of life constantly requires all adults, and particularly heads of 

households, to make important economic and political decisions” (1971, 

p. 5).  

Bourdieu (1977) looks at honour from an anthropological perspective 

and adds to the above by indicating that honour is not an aspect of 

cultural practice, rather it emerges from a constellation of interpersonal 

exchanges. Thus, he says, even though honour crimes are found in many 

different societies, each unique cultural context should be individually 

evaluated to determine how and why these practices have arisen. 

Additionally, Stewart (1994, p. 35) also examines the notion of honour 

from an anthropological perspective, arguing that ‘the word honor is no 

more than a reflection of its long and complex history’. Stewart’s 

definition is important as it starts to address the linguistics of the word 

‘honour’; however, it does not expand much on this. 

Sen (2005) takes an historical and more international perspective. In so 

doing, she illustrates both the fluidity of honour and its relevance and 

derivation outside of the Middle East. Sen (2005, p. 43) provides her 

perspective on the historical meaning of honour by stating that: 

Europe itself has been familiar with concepts of honour, especially as associated 
with medieval codes of chivalry and nobility. ‘Noble’ actions have been valorized 
through the concept of honour: duelling between men – that is, killing – formed 
an essential element of such codes of chivalry. Some of the matters over which 
men’s honour could be tarnished, and for which they would duel to protect their 
honour, concerned the behaviour or favours of women. Such was the practice in 
Europe; a practice considered rightly honourable and proper among the elites in 
Western civilisations (p. 43).  



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

28 

Both Sen (2005) and Schneider (1971) provide a very important 

explanation for the historical roots of honour – but in different global 

locations. Schneider suggests that the concept of honour as it 

developed in Europe has its origin in Medieval European codes of 

chivalry, whilst Sen explains that in the Middle East the term emerges 

from a pastoral society. Importantly, both describe the origins of honour 

as each sees it and relate this history to present day culture. Schneider’s 

(1971, p. 10) in-depth historical analysis of the way a pastoral society 

functions, even though written in 1971,  is  arguably still relevant to 

today’s society and functioning in areas where the term honour remains 

strongly relevant. She observes that the pastoral society is based on the 

dependence of females upon males in most aspects of everyday living 

and that sons are essential for every family. She argues that without sons, 

families are not able to thrive and advance within society. 

Goldstein (2002, p. 29) presents another view, stating:  

[Beliefs] that a husband had the right to kill his unfaithful wife and her paramour 
can be traced back before Romans to the Codes of Hammurabi, Nesilim, and 
Assura. Beliefs that a woman’s virginity belonged to her family were likewise 
expressed in the Codes of Hammurabi and Assura.  

He does not, however, continue this analysis in terms of the relevance of 

this particular mind-set and culture today. 

Within the literature, the notion of honour and the concepts of femininity 

and violence are minimally separated. When people write or speak 

about honour, especially in Jordan, the issues of gender and sexuality 

are always dominant; hence the complex notion of honour killing cannot 

be fully understood without integrating it with the subjects of femininity 

and sexuality. Ghanim (2009, p. 9) observes that much of the literature 

about domestic violence focuses on violence that is perpetrated by 

men towards women, with little written about violence perpetrated by 
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women towards men. He stresses that ‘violence breeds violence at an 

increasing rate’, and that this is particularly dominant in the Arab world 

due to the patriarchal and authoritarian structure of society. 

As already discussed, understanding the term honour is difficult without 

linking it to the notion of family and sexuality. Mernissi (1987, p. 31) asserts 

that honour is unequivocally linked with the family, and in certain 

collective societies family is the core unit of identity for the individual. Her 

comments are in line with Ghanim’s (2009) observations above. She 

explains that the system of honour ‘binds the reputation of men and 

women with their genital apparatus’. This ‘genital apparatus’, as Mernissi 

observes, is one that is strongly connected with honour in a patriarchal 

family. Any misuse of such ‘apparatus’ will sully the honour of the family 

and is rectified only by punishment. 

Ruane (2000, p. 1530) assists with understanding the importance of the 

term ‘honour’ in certain societies and amongst particular families. Her 

argument is in line with both Ghanim’s and Mernissi’s. She explains that 

‘family honor, or sharaf, is a cherished concept that stretches back over 

many centuries’. She draws on Mernissi’s concept around ‘genital 

apparatus’ whereby Ruane emphasises that regardless of whether 

women are guilty or not, men in a patriarchal society specially one that is 

bound by tribal affiliation often take the law into their own hands and kill 

those women who are perceived to have wronged or dishonoured the 

family and tribe. What Ruane puts forward, however, is that in those 

circumstances honour is a concept that is collective rather than 

individual. She explains that ‘only the public perception of honor matters 

and ultimately provides that catalyst for thousands of murders’.  

Ruane and Mernissi are consistent in their conceptualisation and 

contextualisation of honour killings. They have been able to make a 
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clear link between honour as a concept and its embodiment in women 

in certain cultures. This is little evidence or argument in the literature on 

how the term ‘honour’ became embodied within the actions of women, 

specifically in Jordan. Ghanim (2009, p. 43) does, however, expand on 

Mernissi’s and Ruane’s theses to a small extent by expanding on how 

men have embraced violence towards ‘their’ women. He observes: 

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. 

What these authors have in common is their conceptualisation of honour 

as a collective rather than an individual construct. They argue that 

women who get killed in the name of honour have died because their 

individual action has become translated into a collective responsibility 

for the honour of their family. Baker et. al. (1999, p. 165) describe honour 

in this collective sense by asserting honour rationalises killing and is based 

on the expectation that because one’s honour ‘depends on the 

behavior of others’, it must be defended by controlling others. 

El Saadawi (2007, p. 41) takes a different approach and questions the 

morality and ethics of a society that is patriarchal and where people’s 

behaviour is seen to be public and subject to scrutiny at all times. She 

affirms that: 

Since it is men who rule over women, they in turn permitted themselves what 
they forbade to women. Thus it was that chastity and virginity were considered 
essential for women, whereas freedom and even licentiousness were looked 
upon as natural where men were concerned. 

She states that the biological formation of a woman and the fact that 

virginity can be measured by the state of the hymen has formed the 

basis for judgment of how honour is now embodied in a woman’s 

‘sexual’ actions.  
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It is important to note that the honour system is also an impetus for other 

traditional practices which occur in certain cultures and traditions. 

Almosaed (2004, p. 74) makes a comparison of honour killings with the 

practice of female genital mutilation, ‘which reflects prevailing social 

consensus that virginity of girls and women must be preserved until 

marriage, and that their sexuality must be controlled’. This can be 

demonstrated through the statistics of how widespread this practice is. 

According to the UNFPA, it is estimated that between 85 and 114 million 

women and girls, mostly in Africa and the Middle East have had their 

genital excised to some degree.  

Kandiyoti (1987, p. 327) asserts that in Arab society masculinity is an 

achieved status, whereas femininity is an ascribed status. What she 

appears to be putting forward is that masculinity is a process, something 

that can never be fully achieved because there is the chance of it being 

shunned through female behaviour. This is evident in the reported cases 

in Jordan (Amira El-Azhary 2003), more often than not, men kill their 

female relatives on the mere suspicion that their female relative has 

brought dishonour to their reputation. Baker et. al. (1999, p. 165) explains 

this by eloquently stating: 

Status and acceptance in the context of the traditional society rest on clan or 
family honor, an honor that largely depends on the behavior of its female 
members. Women in traditional societies do not themselves have a claim to 
honor as individuals, separate from their roles within a family unit. Their actions 
as individuals can bring dishonor to others, however, particularly through actual 
or perceived sexual misconduct.  

Ortner (1978) indicates there is a pattern of family honour which is 

common to Latin American and Mediterranean peasant societies, as 

well as in the Middle East and South West Asia. In Ortner’s view, the 

pattern of family honour is not confined to any particular type of society. 

There is very little literature that explains why honour killings happen in 
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certain parts of the world and not in others. Furthermore, it is hard to 

understand why crimes committed in the name of honour occur in 

certain areas and not in other. One scholar who has addressed this 

matter is Lang (2000, p. 57). She was able to demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of religion, geography and honour.  She boldly 

states: 

Sharaf 1  killings cut across class, ethnic, and religious lines. In the meager 
academic commentary on family sharaf killings in Israel, some scholars presume 
their practices to be fundamentally Islamic. In fact not only Muslims, but Druze, 
Christians, and occasionally Jews (of Sephardic backgrounds), perpetrate sharaf 
killings. In criminal courts Muslim attackers may claim they were following tenets 
of Islam that call for female modesty, but shari’a (Islamic Law) and customary law 
alike have strict guidelines forbidding physical harm to be done to women.  

Lang (2000) is suggesting that the notion of honour transcends religious 

belief and is engrained and entrenched in cultural behaviour. This is 

pivotal for understanding the literature concerning attitudes toward 

honour in Jordan, which will be presented in Chapter Four. 

In this section, I have presented the views of scholars on the definition of 

honour killings and honour-based violence. I have also provided a brief 

contextualisation of the history of honour and how such a history may 

impact on the ideology behind crimes committed in the name of 

honour. In the next section I review the literature that is specific to honour 

and honour killings in Jordan and the Arab world. 

2.2 The Jordanian Context of Honour Crimes 

This section is divided into five sub-sections. The first creates some links 

between domestic violence and honour killings. The second sub-section 

focuses primarily on Jordanian society, but also includes the broader 

cultural context of tribal history and sense of belonging in Jordan and 

                                            
1 Sharaf is the Arabic term for honour. 
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the Middle East. The third examines the literature on how gender is 

conceptualised in relation to honour killings, and in so doing describes 

the societal constructs around gender – what could be described as 

prescribed and highly differentiated male and female expectations in 

Jordanian society. Whilst this thesis does not focus on religion per se, the 

fourth sub-section briefly reviews the literature on religion as it relates to 

gender and honour killings. The final sub-section examines the particulars 

of Jordanian law and how the law has evolved in recent years – 

specifically from 2004 onwards. Many themes within these sub-sections 

overlap. 

2.2.1 Links Between Domestic Violence and Honour in Jordan 

As already illustrated, honour-based violence falls within the realms of 

gender-based violence, intimate partner violence and family and 

domestic violence. Since honour-based violence and the more extreme 

cases of honour killings are forms of family violence, Morse et. al. (2012, 

p. 20) indicate that ‘because violence by the extended family is 

frequently described regarding this population, we define ‘family 

violence’ as gender-based violence against women perpetrated by any 

family member, including an intimate partner’. This section addresses the 

complex stigma surrounding notions of honour and dishonour within 

Jordanian society. Putting aside crimes committed in the name of 

honour, public discussion of domestic violence in Jordan is still 

considered taboo (Al-Badayneh 2012), and is grossly under-reported. It is 

important to capture the magnitude of this problem in Jordan before 

attempting to understand crimes of honour. Al-Matalka and Husseinat 

(2013, p. 192) illustrate this point: 

The issue of violence against a wife falls under the Domestic Violence, which is 
still not recognized in the community because of the privacy of family relations, 
and wives violence, and their sense of shame and disgrace if violence to the 
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public, because consciously or unconsciously society makes them responsible 
for what violence falls on them by their husbands. 

Fear of shame and stigma, as illustrated above, is seen to prevent 

women from reporting violence to authorities. This is one of the reasons 

why the issue of violence against women in Jordan, like that in most 

other countries, is difficult to measure, and exact numbers of honour 

killings are not accurately estimated. Morse et. al. (2012, p. 19) add an 

additional complexity to the hidden incidence of violence in Jordan by 

observing  there are a number of ways ‘that Jordanian families may seek 

help from other family or clergy instead of police and family violence 

agencies’. 

Literature on domestic violence in Jordan stresses the fact that it is 

accepted and tolerated in Jordanian society (Al-Badayneh 2012; Al-

Matalka & Hussainat 2013; Khawaja 2004). Al Badayneh (2012, p. 369) 

states that ‘the Jordanian culture accepts the use of violence with 

children or women as a kind of discipline, and this acceptance is 

supported by cultural and social norms’. He explains that such violence is 

regarded as a family matter that affects large numbers of children as 

well as ‘generations to come as a result of intergenerational transaction 

property’. Al Badayneh emphasises that Jordanian women are abused 

through a wide range of behaviours that are socially and culturally 

accepted. 

To illustrate the magnitude of domestic violence in Jordan, Morse et. al. 

(2012, p. 20) add to Al Badayneh’s observation by commenting: 

Only 7% of Jordanian women suffering severe sexual or physical violence seek 
police help and less than 1% seek help from social service agencies, whereas 
over 55% seek help from parents or siblings. 

They further elucidate: 
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One survey of over 10,000 Jordanian women demonstrated that 88% believed 
wife beating was justified for at least one reason such as insulting (66%), 
disobeying (55%), or arguing (16%) with her husband. 

Relevant statistics on domestic violence are provided in the work of 

Gharaibeh and Oweis (2009) who indicate that one third of married 

women in Jordan have experienced physical abuse since the age of 15. 

They also explain that one in five married women have reported physical 

abuse.  

Haj Yahya (2005) studied the attitudes of 356 Jordanian women towards 

wife beating. He found that a very high percentage of these women 

believed that violence experienced at the hands of men was justified, 

and in some circumstances, even, beneficial. He went on to suggest that 

women would not seek help from governmental agencies because they 

believed violence was justifiable. This attitude has been strongly 

attributed to the patriarchal system that pervades Jordanian society. Al-

Badyneh (2012) notes that the majority of Jordanian men agreed or 

strongly agreed that wife beating is justified under certain 

circumstances. 

I have indicated that honour killings and honour-based violence are 

extreme forms of domestic violence which occur in Jordan. In a scholarly 

literature review, Kulczycki and Windle (2011, p. 1449) illustrate the 

enormity and complexity of the issue of honour crimes by explaining: 

Two Jordanian studies indirectly indicate that honor killings may be severely 
underreported. The first of these, a survey of 923 university students, found that 
13% of males and 11% of females had been personally exposed to an honor-
related female homicide (Araji & Carlson, 2001). In addition, a stratified 
convenience sample of the general population found that 33% of respondents 
personally knew someone who had been threatened with an honor killing, 28% 
had personally known someone who died in an honor killing, and 27% personally 
knew someone who had protected the family honor by killing someone (Sheeley, 
2007). However, only 4% reported an honor killing having ever occurred in their 
nuclear (immediate) family. 
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The above statistics help to explain why crimes committed in the name 

of honour are difficult to understand as they fall within a protected realm 

of familial relationships and are accompanied by expectations which 

are nurtured within a prescribed culture and tradition. The above 

scholarly insights above provide an account of the complexity of this 

societal problem as it continues to exist in Jordan today.  

2.2.2 Society and Culture 

In this section, I explore scholarship in relation to the correlation between 

society and culture and the incidence of crimes committed in the name 

of honour in Jordan and the Middle East. This is a complex theoretical 

arena because, whilst reflecting upon the nature of crimes committed in 

the name of honour, it is hard to achieve a comprehensive 

understanding of the nexus between societal and individual 

expectations. I reflect on concepts of society and culture, endeavouring 

to shed some light on their connection to honour killings.  

Jafri (2008, p. 86) provides some clarity by explaining that if ‘a woman, 

acts out of personal passion, a psychological impulse, biological need, 

and so on; the family perceives it to be a breach of honour, and the 

male members of the family kill the woman’. He strongly argues that 

there is a strong divide between ‘individualistic’ and ‘collectivistic’ rights, 

and in the case of societies where honour killings are performed it is most 

commonly collectivistic notions of society that are dominant. That is not 

to say that individualistic notions are non-existent, because as Jafri states, 

such notions ‘are binary theoretical abstracts and not ‘total’ ways in 

which any society functions’.  

Jafri, however, does not explore the cultural and historical complexities 

to help in understanding these two notions and why they appear to be 

so inter-connected in areas where crimes of honour occur.  
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On the other hand, Bin Muhammad (1999, p. 13) offers invaluable 

information regarding tribal history in Jordan and how tribal culture 

affects the way Jordanian society functions in modern life. He sheds light 

on how history helps in understanding the correlation between society 

and culture in Jordan.  He begins by explaining how a tribe is defined: 

What traditionally makes a person ‘belong’ to a tribe is not merely successive 
degrees of genetic relationships – which after all, every family in the world has – 
but rather that a person and his/her tribe think the same way according to the 
same unique rules and laws; respect the same hereditary shaykh (Tribal Lord); 
live together; migrate together; defend each other, fight together, and die 
together. In short, it is the consciousness of belonging to that tribe and behaving 
accordingly. 

This suggests that the notion of honour does not have to necessarily 

derive from family relationships and kinship, but could derive from tribal 

belonging and familiarity; that is, ‘honour’ changes according to 

geographical location. In his paper on tribes in Jordan, Antoun (2000, p. 

446) casts light on the distinguishing features of Jordanian tribes. He 

elucidates that ‘the genealogical definition of tribe is quite different from 

the political-jural definition, the two views overlap on the minds of many 

Jordanians’. Antoun argues that it is difficult to define tribes or nomadic 

people as no specific ethos or social type applies to them. This insight by 

Antoun provides a description of tribal spheres within Jordan and 

explains how tribal systems shape honour to be a concept that is local 

and may, in its particular representation, be totally idiosyncratic to 

Jordan.  

Within the Jordanian societal sphere the notion of belonging is pivotal. 

Through belonging, the family needs to reproduce. It is through the 

biological construction of a female’s body that the purity argument - so 

crucial within the debate surrounding crimes committed in the name of 

honour – is presented. The matter is clear. Through reproducing, women 

are adding to their society and creating culture via the birth of a new 
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human being. This concept is central to understanding tribal functioning, 

especially in Jordan. In explaining this, Maris and Saharso (2001, p. 59) 

comment: 

The tradition originated in societies where there was no strong central state with 
a monopoly on the use of violence. Since there was no strong arm of the law to 
provide protection, the group had to depend on its own strength.  

Helpfully, they continue: 

The control of women’s rather than men’s sexuality is because it is through 
women that the biological and cultural reproduction of the group takes place. This 
makes the control of their sexuality essential for the preservation of the group 
boundaries. It is a way to be sure of the legitimacy of heirs. The honour system 
and honour killing can thus be explained as instrumental to the group’s survival.  

These observations put forward by Maris and her fellow authors help flesh 

out the description of the tribal history and provide some assistance in 

understanding the societal roots of crimes committed in the name of 

honour. They reinforce the importance of the biological purpose of the 

female body, which has in turn played a fundamental role in embodying 

the constructs and expectations that surround gender roles in Jordan. 

Since honour crimes are acts that always involve the family (Faqir 2001), 

the concept of family reliance is one which is quite dominant. In Bin 

Muhammad’s definition of a tribe, the characteristics of respect and 

belonging are central to Jordanian family life. This fact can offer a 

degree of explanation as to how tribes came into existence. Bin 

Muhammad does not go into detail as to how women are treated within 

tribes, however he does the importance of the concept of pride within 

families and tribes. However, Antoun (2000, pp. 446-447) quoting Andrew 

Shryock (2000), provides an even more compelling description when he 

states: 
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Ideas of honor continually recreate a political culture in which families, tribes, and 
nation-states are answerable to the same kind of moral reasoning … of male and 
female, controlling and controlled, [and] protecting and protected. 

In later sections I add to this discussion on gender expectations as they 

are constructed in Jordanian society.  

A large percentage of honour crimes in the Arab world, and particularly 

in Jordan, are committed on the basis of gossip.  In other words, many 

honour crimes are committed without hard proof of the truth of the 

whispered allegations. Awwad, (2001, p. 45) emphasises the societal 

understanding of the concept of shame and how this impacts on the 

family as a functioning unit. She suggests that ‘gossip is a tool used by 

community members to spread the unpleasant reality or truth that a 

certain family’s honor has been tarnished, and therefore a family’s social 

and prestigious status is in danger’. She explains how gossip is a tool that 

can be used to control the behaviour of women in society since it is at 

the centre of a family’s honour. Families and communities know that if 

gossip continues, it will ‘purge’ their honour. Gossip, therefore, results in 

restoring the family’s social standings in the neighbourhood by 

committing an honour killing. Awwad also explains that ‘from a structural 

functionalist perspective, gossip serves to unify the community and 

establish stability and order that are essential to the survival of the family 

and society’.  

Awwad’s explanation can be interpreted in a variety of ways. She could 

be suggesting that gossip has taken the shape of a cloud which lingers 

above a society and controls the way it functions. Or is she suggesting 

that gossip is used as a tool to control female behaviour? However it 

works, gossip does appear to provide a regulatory function for the tribe 

by keeping family life in check. There is important work to be done in 
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better understanding the inter-connectedness of the terms gossip and 

honour in Jordanian society.  

Abu Lughod (1988) presents interesting specifics in relation to Bedouin 

identity in Egypt and the Middle East and the way they embrace the 

concept of honour. She explains the hierarchical social divisions that exist 

in the Bedouin social system. Abu Lughod (1988, pp. 78-79) puts forward 

that ‘individuals must achieve social status by living up to the cultural 

ideals entailed by the code of honor, in which the supreme value is 

autonomy. The weak and dependent, who cannot realize many of the 

ideals of the honor code, can still achieve respect and honor through 

the alternative code, the modesty code’. 

Bin Muhammad (1999, p. 17) states: 

more pertinent than all this, however, is the acute consciousness and pride – all 
but invisible to outsiders and foreigners because now covered under a layer of 
nationalism and Jordanian patriotism – that every tribesman, Settled, Semi-
Nomadic or Nomadic, has in the back of his mind knowledge of belonging to his 
tribe, of the history and particularly of his tribe, and of the tribe being the last 
thing, ‘if push comes to shove’, that will defend him. This is evinced particularly in 
times of crisis and personal adversity.  

The above statement by Bin Muhammad offers some degree of 

explanation as to how an entire family can become very protective of its 

son when a crime of honour is committed. Even though he does not 

illustrate that very clearly, and a lack of knowledge when it comes to 

literature in general is evident when it comes to this particular facet, from 

reading widely on the subject as a researcher, I can demonstrate an 

understanding that men who kill, whether young or old, have this sense 

of ‘falling back’ on their families for protection and loyalty. This will be 

further demonstrated in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight. Furthermore, 

Tunick (2004, p. 404) adds to this argument by stating that ‘in many Arab 

countries an unchaste woman is sometimes said to be worse than a 
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murderer’. He then continues to add that ‘girls are repeatedly warned 

that if they stray, they die’. Tunick explains that such threats are often 

carried out by male family members, even in tragic cases where a girl 

loses her virginity for being raped.  

Tunick questions whether a man who commits an honour killing acts 

reasonably according to the dictates and the expectations of his 

culture. Tunick illustrates this through stating that “an Arab who kills for 

honor may be acting under very strong emotional stress and may be so 

overtaken with the cultural dictate as to be in effect unaware of the 

illegality of his action” (2004, p. 404). I find it persuasive that what Tunick 

presents in his scholarly work is valid, however, is he opening the door for 

one to question whether or not it is acceptable to murder under cultural 

jurisprudence? It is very difficult to understand or forward an argument 

surrounding the question of whether or not culture produces murderers. 

The perpetrator would not view it as being murder or even as being 

unlawful because culture has embedded the notion of honour into his 

constitution. Although Tunick demonstrates this to some degree, the 

answer is not yet clear and provides the scope for further robust debate 

and extensive research on this topic.  

Gill (2006, p. 2) adds to the argument through her work on the concept 

of honour within societal spheres. She puts forward that: 

[F]emale honour may be stained by a variety of unacceptable behaviours, such 
as relationships with persons of different faiths, relationships not sanctioned by 
the kin network, or pre-marital sex. It is clear that the concept of honour can be 
very broad and inclusive, containing an entire codex of concepts and behaviours. 
Codes of honour define the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and even 
thought, and women must sometimes tread carefully to avoid transgression. Her 
social group, extended family, or community, will decide if these codes of honour 
were breached. Violation merits punishment, which might mean isolation, a ban 
on going to college or university or work, beatings, and even death.  
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Gill sheds a different view on the construction of honour within a family 

and society and therefore on the ramifications and constraints placed 

upon women within their societal spheres. She suggests that the whole 

construct of honour is society-based, and is therefore predetermined by 

cultural traditions, history, heritage and beliefs. Gill, to some extent, 

contests Tunick’s argument by demonstrating that the system of honour 

is acquired and learned from a very young age and therefore 

predetermines the way the family unit functions within society and hence 

the actions and relation of males and females within the societal 

environment. This literature is not specific to Jordan, but there is no 

Jordanian scholar who makes this point clearly. This, however, does not 

answer the query in relation to the ways laws are drafted at a 

governmental level. This demonstrates that there is a strong link between 

the way a society functions within a cultural sphere and the way a 

government thereby functions. 

2.2.3 The Societal Constructs Around Gender 

In this section, I review scholarly material relating to crimes committed in 

the name of honour and how the notions and theories surrounding 

gender contribute to one’s understanding as to why such crimes take 

place. The literature in relation to this topic is very wide and varied; 

therefore, I have selected scholarly work which relates to Jordan. As 

indicated in the above two sections of this chapter, a large percentage 

of honour crimes occur as a result of the way females are seen to have 

behaved within their families and their societies as a whole. 

The way society and the family are structured in Jordan allows, to some 

extent, the gender gap to be perpetrated. Even though Oweis et. al. 

(2009, p. 70) approach this topic from a medical-theoretical perspective, 

they manage to shed some light on the topic by conceptualising the 

complexity behind the gender argument, which has been explored to 
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some extent later in this chapter. They state that ‘women who are victims 

of violence are often discouraged from reporting the abuse to police 

because of the associated social stigma and shame, and a battered 

woman may be pressured by her family to drop the charges’. The 

authors do not manage to explore where this notion stems from and they 

appear to struggle to pinpoint exactly why those social practices are still 

in place. However, they clearly demonstrate the struggle that many 

women go through in certain parts of the world, which is made more 

difficult because of the close familial ties. Furthermore, Miller and Petro-

Nustas (2002) justify the notion of gender and family by stating that the 

‘political, tribal and religious influences of the past all impact cultural 

values of Jordanians today’. They emphasise that the past and present 

are intricately intertwined in Jordan. This demonstrates that although a 

country embraces modernity there can be deep-seated cultural norms 

entrenched in a society; a notion that is being explored in this chapter. 

Oweis et. al. (2009, p. 70) also put forward that ‘one in four women may 

be at risk of physical violence perpetrated by husbands, fathers and 

brothers, which makes domestic violence the most pervasive form of 

abuse experienced by women’. Although domestic violence within the 

cultural context is not a foreign concept to the population, an intricate 

web of complex theories surrounds it, which will be discussed later. 

Abu-Odeh (1996) has conducted extensive research on the construction 

of gender in Arab societies. Her writing weaves an elaborate argument 

surrounding this topic; an argument which is very cohesive and well 

researched. She begins her argument by stating that: 

Arab women, according to the ideal model, are expected to abstain from any kind 
of sexual practice before they get married. The hymen, in this context, becomes 
the socio-physical sign that both assures, guarantees virginity and gives the 
woman a stamp of respectability and virtue (1996, p. 149).  
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Furthermore, Faqir (2001, p. 69) puts forward a very similar argument to 

Abu-Odeh by illustrating that “a man’s honour is closely related to the 

behaviour of his female relatives”. Faqir further clarifies this by stating that 

‘chastity can be achieved through purity of breed, which is seen as 

synonymous with the purity of females. In Arab Muslim culture, the 

honour of the patrilineal group is bound up with the sex organs of its 

daughters’. What both Faqir and Abu-Odeh attempt to exemplify 

through their writings is how society is constructed in order to control 

female behaviour in the Arab world, specifically in Jordan, and how 

these structures are found on every level of society, from legal to familial, 

and even within the educational sector.  

Even though the gender argument is widely written about, it is still difficult 

to construct a valid interpretation of the situation surrounding female 

behaviour and the occurrence of honour killings as a result of females 

straying away from the expected behaviour, as the data surrounding this 

topic is still not readily available. Faqir also describes the theory 

regarding Jordan being a neo-patriarchal society where power 

relationships are not only influenced by gender, but also by class, clan 

and proximity to the regime. Such relations, she says, are based on the 

subordination of the disadvantaged and disfranchised. As a result of this, 

a lot of abuse cases don’t even make it as ‘statistical figures’ because 

women refrain from pursuing their cases because they are financially 

dependent on their husbands. Faqir (Faqir 2001, p. 67) articulates this 

notion by stating that there is bias in public records in Jordan. She adds 

that ‘most, if not all, statistics of violence and crime in Jordan are 

recorded by men who have been trained to be gender-sensitive, and 

whose prejudices influence the way each case is perceived and 

recorded’. Faqir adds that one cannot attain a solid picture on the 

status of women in Jordan, explaining that in public records ‘the only 

category which shows the gender of the victim is ‘housewives’; for other 
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professions, the masculine is used’. Faqir explains further how the 

unreliability of data in Jordan is an integral part of not determining 

accuracy in numbers of violence, hence making it very difficult to target 

this problem. 

In commenting on the same issue, Oweis et. al. (2009, p. 70) state that 

“underreporting of actual cases is likely to occur in virtually every country 

because of the taboo nature of this subject and a wish to protect the 

family’s reputation”. As a result of this it is difficult to construct an 

argument because it is well known that there is a large problem of 

under-reporting by women; hence, from a scholarly perspective it is 

quite difficult to construct a valid theoretical argument appropriate to 

this topic. This was demonstrated in the first section of this chapter, as the 

larger problem lies with failure to report domestic violence in Jordan. This 

is why most of the scholarly work done on this topic focuses on the 

historical argument surrounding gender and its construction in Arab 

societies. 

An historical and ideological insight into the structure of gender in the 

Arab world offers a solid argument surrounding the constructs of 

masculinity and femininity, specifically in Jordanian society. An insight 

into the historical argument surrounding gender will help establish a 

better understanding of the law and perhaps the way laws are 

constructed in Jordan as they relate to the argument surrounding crimes 

committed in the name of honour. Historically, Maris and Saharso (2001, 

p. 59) illustrates: 

The control of women’s rather than men’s sexuality is because it is through 
women that the biological and cultural reproduction of the group takes place. This 
makes the control of their sexuality essential for the preservation of the group 
boundaries. 

Abu Odeh, completes Maris and Saharso’s argument by stating that: 
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[through] an elaborate system of commands and prohibitions, girls ‘learn’ their 
performance at a very young age. The culture guards itself against possible 
violations by devising sanctions less violent than death that are meant to 
preclude it, such as physical abuse, spatial entrapment, segregation, the 
institution of gossip and reputation. ‘because you are a girl, people will talk if you 
do this’, is rhetorically how women come to acquire their gendered subjectivity 
(1996, p. 151). 

The notion of family violence is captured with the ideologies surrounding 

crimes committed in the name of honour. As both authors illustrate, 

controlling women becomes inherent in the way a family functions and 

in the way women carry themselves within a society. El Saadawi (2007, p. 

41) further illustrates those cultural and gendered boundaries by stating 

that ‘virginity is a strict moral rule which applies to girls alone’. She argues 

that for morality to be fair, such rules around virginity should apply to 

both sexes without any exception. She also argues that discrimination is 

rampant in the Arab world, especially that which applies to sex and 

gender. 

It could be argued that through the emphasis and importance placed 

on maintaining virginity before marriage, the construction of gender 

difference is therefore imbalanced as pressure on males is absent in 

relation to virginity. Adding to this point is that the virginity and chastity 

argument creates societal boundaries within which familial relationships 

are constructed. This in turn aids in the construction of major differences 

between the way males and females are socialised into society. Males 

feel that they are always responsible for the females in their families and 

that they have the power to make decisions and give commands. This 

aids in the construction of the ideology surrounding the ‘superior male’ 

within a patriarchal family.   

The virginity of a female can be measured by her family as a sign of 

purity and ‘good’ behaviour, but do males get away with certain 

behaviours simply because they do not possess a hymen? Does their 
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biological construct enable them to be differently socialised within their 

societal and familial spheres and therefore construct their gender in 

accordance to societal and patriarchal norms? 

To complement the argument above, Gill (2011, p. 220) delves into 

reconstructing gender in an honour-based society where she explains 

that the man is the head of the family regardless of how much value is 

attached to his female relatives. She also indicates that ‘the man is the 

defender of his and his family’s honour: it is his duty to protect his and his 

family’s honour against any behaviour that might be seen as shameful or 

humiliating by the community’. Gill further explains that men are 

expected to protect their women as they are regarded as property and 

therefore function as symbols of honour. Other scholars share a similar 

opinion (Amira El-Azhary 2003; Baker, Gregware & Cassidy 1999); 

however, Gill adds that it is through the female’s conduct, actions and 

social performances that families attain honour and prestige. This 

illustrates that women are equipped with negative power as any 

misbehaviour on their part ‘can bring shame and dishonour to the male 

members of an entire community or lineage’. Gill also adds that the two 

essential components of family honour are female chastity and modesty, 

and this therefore results in systematic control of women’s social and 

sexual behaviour. 

Although the above is comprehensive in relation to gender roles, the 

literature fails to connect the relevance of honour and its specific 

definition to Jordan. This is an important argument as it will give the 

reader an insight into the socialisation of individuals within a society, and 

in turn, shed some light on the way that society functions. Awwad (2001), 

on the other hand, writes about the hegemonic discourse surrounding 

masculinity and femininity in a society where crimes of honour are 

committed. She argues that masculinity constitutes achieved status 
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whereby men have to work constantly to protect and achieve a higher 

status of masculinity. Femininity, on the other hand, is an ascribed status 

which holds predetermined traits, obligations and sets of rules that 

women have no choice but to accept because it is a reality imposed 

upon them through their culture. 

Awwad (2001, p. 44) adds to her argument thus: 

Sexual purity is expected of women in the Middle East of all ages and social 
status, married and single. A powerful system of social control was created to 
protect the sexual purity of women in the Middle East. This system involves 
factors such as shame, scandal and gossip aimed at protecting the prestigious 
status of the patrilineal family. This system of social control puts the burden on 
women in protecting their own sexual purity. If shame is brought to the family 
then, women are to blame; this shame occurs even if their male counterparts 
raped them. 

Even though Awwad states important and relevant facts in relation to 

the topic of chastity, she and other prominent authors within the field do 

not present information and research on how and why gender 

differentiation and women’s chastity are imperative in maintaining family 

honour. Gill (2011, p. 221) does not delve into the historical analysis of 

gender imbalances in patriarchal families; however, she does question 

the socialisation of females into their own spheres, including their familial 

as well as their societal spheres. She explains that ‘the socialization of 

young women in such societies revolves around notions of family honour; 

the cultural norms and traditions which support the honour-based value 

systems are often so deeply internalised that women find it difficult not to 

accept the need to uphold these values’. What Gill is putting forward is 

important in determining how culture and society play an important part 

in constructing gender roles, and hence places a huge responsibility on 

women within Jordanian society. As is evident in the previous chapter, 

Jordan has a very male-dominated history fuelled by war, conflict and 

tribalism which may have contributed to the male-dominated culture in 
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Jordan and also to the construction of a patriarchal family unit. In 

reflecting on the above, Faqir (2001, p. 69) sheds further light on the 

virginity and purity argument by relating it to gender construction. She 

explains that families associate their honour with the virginity of their 

unmarried daughters and with the chastity of the married ones. She also 

explains that those females who violate such a code face an 

inescapable form of punishment. This means that honour needs to be 

restored by the male members of the family. Faqir states that ‘the 

family’s honour is normally purged in public to restore the social states of 

the family, tribe or clan’. 

It can be argued that masculinity in the Arab world, including Jordan, is 

often praised and exonerated while femininity is often criticised and 

shunned. It can readily be seen that the way the family unit is structured 

within society has a strong impact on defining gender roles within the 

Jordanian society. Within a patriarchal family structure, in Jordan and 

elsewhere, the head of the family is almost always male. As a result, 

female gender construction can be defined according to the 

relationship between the patriarch and women within the family. In 

many cases in Jordan, ‘the vast majority of Jordanian women are 

economically dependent on male members of their families. This leaves 

them more vulnerable to potential violence within the home’ (2001, p. 

66). As a result of this, women are socialised in a certain way within the 

family and society to always feel dependent on someone, if not their 

fathers then their husbands or even their brothers. Male dominance and 

gender thereby takes a different shape whereby a sense of strength and 

empowerment fuel and define their position within society. As a result of 

this, when it comes to violence against women in Jordan or in the Arab 

world in general, ‘women refrain from pursuing their cases because they 

are financially dependent on their husbands’ (2001, p. 68). Even though 

Faqir sheds important light on the subject, it must be stressed that a link 
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between violence and women is not necessarily recognised by legal 

institutions. This is an imperative facet of research into the subject of 

crimes committed in the name of honour.  

Araji and Carlson (2001, p. 588) take the above argument further:  

A society’s culture determines how supportive it will be of family violence and 
who it considers the appropriate administrators and recipients of abuse, most 
known societies are patriarchal, wherein men are given greater power, privilege, 
and control of women and children. In these societies, parents are also awarded 
authority over children. 

This quote demonstrates a web of complex thoughts that adds a 

significant set of ideologies to the gender argument as a whole. It is 

difficult to separate the gender argument from that of society and 

culture as they are intricately interwoven, as has been demonstrated in 

section two of this chapter. Men and women form the society that we 

live in and, therefore, gender-based notions surrounding honour and 

violence become a part of us as individuals and a part of society at 

large. 

An interesting factor which Maris and Saharso (2001, p. 56) highlight is 

that to truly cleanse one’s family’s honour, the killing must be made 

public. The authors state that ‘restoring honour requires that the deed be 

made public, while avoiding involvement with the law requires that it be 

kept quiet’. They also explain that honour killings therefore become 

highly ritualised forms for violence, where family honour that has been 

tainted by women needs to be restored publicly. 

This argument accentuates the whole honour-killing argument by 

understanding or interpreting it as taking the family role from the private 

sphere into the public sphere as it relates to Jordan. Further, this can be 

interpreted as meaning that gender formation therefore becomes a 
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public issue and not one only controlled by the family unit. This 

complicates the whole concept as notions of gender, custom and 

patriarchy become intertwined with one another. Even though the work 

of Maris and Saharso is original and important, it fails to draw a clear link 

between the issues highlighted and that of policy and law formation. 

Can one put forward the notion that since such crimes are performed 

within the public space, the punishment for a killing committed in the 

name of honour is less than that of other murders? However, they do put 

forward another argument by stating that ‘in honour killing the rights of 

women are at stake, in the sense that notions about proper gender 

relations underlying the practice severely limit women’s right to 

autonomy and in the sense that women’s right to life is subordinated to 

the group’s interest in living in accordance with its culture’ (2001, p. 62). 

Haj-Yahia (2005, p. 547) challenges this argument by Maris and Saharso, 

arguing that a hierarchal structure of society enables men to dominate 

over women. He also argues that the socio-political power of men over 

women is a form of control as the weaker gender, being women, are 

therefore dependent on the men.  

There is a strong overlap between what Maris and Saharso and Haj-

Yahia are proposing, as both suggest that societal spheres and structures 

are very much dominated by an individual group or gender within the 

given society. In the case of the Middle East, this is more evident than in 

many other places. What Haj-Yahia is putting forward, however, is more 

explicitly clear in ideologically illustrating the structural formation of a 

society. Even so, although he puts forward a powerful ideology, he still 

fails to illustrate the depth behind it in a way which aids the reader in 

understanding why a strong gender imbalance exists in certain societies 

around the world and not in others.  
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Goldstein (2002, p. 33) offers a different insight into crimes committed in 

the name of honour. He argues the biological composition of human 

beings by relating their biological roots to their gendered construction. In 

doing so he points out that cultural heritage and evolution play an 

important role in the way individuals are socialised within their spheres: 

Infidelity can arouse jealousy, which is easily transformed into aggression. Cases 
of jealous females enforcing fidelity with violence are rare, however; most killings 
of husbands by wives are performed in self-defense against aggression by the 
husband. Thus, as is often the case, males assert primary control over females 
through aggression manifested across a spectrum ranging from subtle acts of 
intimidation to more severe forms of physical punishment. The most violent of 
these acts is inflicted upon young women at the height of their reproductive 
ability. 

Goldstein argues that it is rare for women to inflict violence on their male 

partners, so one might question whether men in the Arab world, and in 

this case, Jordan, have been interpellated into an ideology of honour 

which has contributed to constructing their identities. Equally so, women 

become interpellated into their ideological spheres where their identity is 

built around protecting their virginity, whilst men need to defend their 

women’s virginity. This cultural pressure shapes gender structure through 

time. However, although Goldstein’s theories are quite original, he fails to 

demonstrate the important link between biological evolution and 

composition into the ways laws become enforced within a society. The 

link here is important as we need to understand that a society is 

composed of people who inevitably construct institutions. In the case of 

Jordan, the government is a male-dominated institution, which makes 

one question whether men become socialised and interpellated within 

their own spheres whereby their ‘manliness’ determines the type of laws 

that are being constructed and hence implemented. 

Goldstein (2002, p. 34) also looks at the way virginity, as a biological 

possession, becomes socialised in a certain way within the larger society. 
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He argues that ‘if virginity enhances the prospect of attracting an 

honorable husband, one is likely to make full parental investment, then 

offspring will more likely attract their own honorable mates to turn to’. 

Goldstein’s argument is most relevant, in the case of Jordan, where there 

is pressure on men to marry virgins amongst all classes of society. This has 

changed slightly over the past few years as Jordanian society is evolving 

fast and the new emerging generations are growing up with strong 

western influences. These days, the pressure on maintaining virginity is 

becoming compartmentalised amongst the different classes within 

society. It is apparent that virginity before marriage is more important to 

the older generations than the younger generations. It is also a 

celebrated context, whereby the family celebrates the bride’s virginity 

on the wedding night, which in turn establishes and constructs female 

roles within the society and adds pressure to the continuance of the 

value of chastity as part of female identity. 

In concluding this section of the chapter, I emphasise that it is crucial to 

understand the construction of gender in society and how gender plays 

an important role in determining societal expectation and beliefs 

surrounding the definition of male and female within the Jordanian 

context. This is important in establishing a solid construction of the 

society, as those notions and beliefs are also diffused within 

governmental institutions and hence play a role in determining the 

importance of honour on a larger scale.  

2.2.4 Religion as it Relates to Gender and Honour Killings 

In relation to crimes committed in the name of honour, it is important to 

note that the religious discourse is one which is considered by many 

scholars to be closely related to the gender discourse (Abu-Odeh 1996; 

Ali 2001; Cinthio & Ericsson 2006). Even though it does not play a big role 

in understanding the policies behind crimes committed in the name of 
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honour, it is still an issue which needs to be understood and analysed. 

Religion has always played an important role in shaping people’s morals 

and the ideologies surrounding their ethical stances. In relation to family 

honour and chastity, it is important to closely examine the role religion 

plays in people’s lives. By examining this religious discourse, I hope to 

elucidate how religion and society each play an integral part in the 

construction of any society.  

Crimes committed in the name of honour are often misinterpreted and 

misunderstood as being linked with religious ideologies; in the case of 

Jordan, with Islam. An historical look into Islam is therefore imperative to 

understand the way in which women are perceived in Jordan, and how 

the notion of honour is actually a concept that is divorced from religious 

ideologies.  

Kakakhel and Spring (2004, p. 82) make a solid argument in relation to 

this by suggesting that it is an assumption that honour killings fall within 

the teaching of Islam. They argue this assumption is not true as ‘Islam 

provides strict evidential prerequisites for punishing the adulterous: 

testimony of four witnesses before the Qazi (Judge in Islamic state) and 

the man and woman are given opportunity of leading evidence to 

prove themselves innocent’.  

The act of an honour killing does not fulfil the requirements of the Holy 

Script that demands such evidence, as the victim is not given a chance 

to defend or even protect herself in front of her family, let alone a ‘qazi’. 

For the purpose of this chapter, I look at the argument surrounding 

religion by expanding on how other scholars link honour killings with 

gender and religion. To understand whether or not crimes committed in 

the name of honour are religiously based, one needs a clear 

understanding of Sharia law (Islamic law) and the punishment prescribed 
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under that section of the law. Nesheiwat (2004, p. 269) explains that 

‘under Sharia the punishment for sexual crimes varies according to the 

marital status of the parties. Male and female fornicators are lashed 100 

times. Adulterers are stoned to death’. In reality, these punishments were 

hardly ever carried out, as for the death sentence to be pronounced 

there must be four witnesses who have seen the man or the woman 

carrying out the adulterous act (El Saadawi 1982; Etzioni 2008).  

Nesheiwat (2004, p. 270) explains that although Sharia law clearly states 

that the death penalty can be inflicted upon any married person who 

was unfaithful to a spouse, it is not necessarily implemented. She says: 

If there is no confession and there are no witnesses, the law calls for Lian 
(imprecation), which is an uncommon form of divorce based on the husband 
accusing his wife of infidelity. Under Lian, the husband swears four times that he 
is speaking the truth about his wife’s infidelity and a fifth time calling a curse on 
himself if he is lying. If the wife does not swear five similar oaths, she is guilty of 
adultery. Whereas, if she swears the oaths the marriage is effectively dissolved. 

In fact, if a woman kills an adulterous husband in a fit of fury there is no 

punishment for her act under Sharia law. This demonstrates equality 

between the sexes under the Sharia system, which is an essential missing 

piece of the Jordanian Penal code, specifically under Articles 340 and 

98. When honour crimes occur it is almost always the case that the 

perpetrator takes the law into his own hands, and the law courts can be 

seen to condone his actions. This means that in some instance, the 

victim’s story, or side of the story, is not even given consideration, despite 

the fact that Islamic law provides a fairly sophisticated system of 

evidence, trial, and conviction without gender discrimination. Nesheiwat 

(2004, p. 270) sums up this point by clearly stating that ‘it is clear that 

death is not even a penalty for fornication under Islamic law’. One can 

further argue that since the law in Jordan is clearly not based on religious 

argument, one can question as to how the law came to support the acts 
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of perpetrators who kill in the name of honour. Even though the law has 

recently taken a harsher approach to the punishment of honour killings, 

one can suggest that society still somehow condones the actions of 

those men, and a large percentage of society believe that honour is to 

be cleansed if lost. One can therefore put forward the suggestion that 

laws are the constructs of societal norms and beliefs, and as suggested 

at the beginning of this chapter, all of these concepts are interlinked.  

To provide another, less legislative perspective, the Prophet Muhammad 

was able to achieve a heightened state of respect for women, one 

which was short lived, as Kakakhel demonstrates that the inequality of 

women in the Arab region is an issue which did not stem from religious 

faith, but one that arose out of a dominant masculine culture in a 

particular geographical region. Furthermore, Mernissi (1991, p. viii) 

supports El Saadawi’s suggestion that ‘ample historical evidence 

portrays women in the Prophet’s Medina raising their heads from slavery 

and violence to claim their right to join, as equal participants in the 

making of their Arab history’.  El Sadaawi (1982, p. 195) also accepts 

Mernissi’s argument in observing that ‘Prophet Muhammad was more 

emancipated with respect to women than most men of his time, and 

even most Muslim men nowadays. He gave his women the right to stand 

up to him, rebuke him, or tell him where he had gone wrong’.  

Both authors argue that Islam gave women rights to speak out, to vote, 

to express their needs and emotions, and at certain times to also fight in 

battle, or as Mernissi clearly illustrates ‘to speak freely to its prophet-

leader, to dispute with the men, to fight for their happiness, and to be 

involved in the management of military and political affairs’. Both 

authors also clearly demonstrate how women’s participation in politics in 

the Arab world over the years has nevertheless been very limited. For the 

purpose of this thesis, it is important to have a clear understanding of 
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these issues, particularly in relation to Jordan, in order to understand 

whether or not law formation and legal practices in relation to crimes 

committed in the name of honour is an issue which is inherent in the 

gendered construction of society, or an issue which stems out of poor 

governmental and political leadership. Mernissi (1991) demonstrates that 

women’s participation in politics in the Arab world has been an issue of 

concern for many. The scholarly material of both Mernissi and El Saadawi 

primarily demonstrates the distinction between cultural gender 

segregation and the segregation which stems from religious beliefs, and 

how these might be relevant to the ideas surrounding crimes committed 

in the name of honour.  

El Saadawi (1982) adds to this argument by explaining that Arab women 

did not lose their independence suddenly, rather they lost it gradually 

due to socio-economic changes that were taking place in the region. 

She explains that it was mostly a losing battle for women as the 

fundamental principles of social justice, freedom and equality were 

buried under the growing authority of men over women. El Saadawi also 

links this argument to Islam and puts forward that ‘a struggle in Islam 

began, and was never to end, between those who fought for equality, 

freedom, social and economic justice, and those who stood for class, 

privilege, male domination and feudal oppression’.  

Jawad (1998, p. 2) offers a portrayal of the condition for women in the 

pre-Islamic era, asserting that during the pre-Islamic era, Arab men 

considered daughters a heavy burden on the family. He explains that 

‘the birth of the daughter was embarrassing for the father, who 

considered it a disgrace and a matter of shame’. Jawad suggests it was 

during this time that Arabs practiced what is knows as ‘female 

infanticide’, which is the burial of the female child alive. This explanation 

is important in relation to the historical origins of shame and honour 
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which have become embodied in female behaviour within society, and 

how that in turn continued on through the Arab world despite the 

teachings of the Qur’an. Jawad (1998, p. 4) illustrates how conditions of 

women have changed with the introduction of Islamic belief to the Arab 

world, saying:  

With the advent of Islam, the position of women was radically redefined. Firstly, it 
prohibited the practice of ‘female infanticide’ and restored the birthrights of 
women. Hence Islam elevated them to the status of being as worthy of human 
dignity as were men. Both men and women were henceforth to be regarded as 
equal in humanity. 

While Jawad’s comments are acknowledged, it can be argued, 

however, that women have always been secondary to men in relation 

to many different affairs in Islam (El Saadawi 2007). This, she claims, is why 

injustice against women in the Arab world continues today.  

Many tribal Shyukh (elders) would strongly oppose the suggestion that 

honour crimes stem from tribal or Islamic culture (Bin Muhammad 1999). 

However, concepts of purity and shame are emphasised in both the 

Qur’an and in the tribal code of living. It does, therefore, make it very 

difficult to pinpoint where this custom did originate. In his writings, Bin 

Muhammand (1999) suggests that whilst the situation for women 

improved when Islam dominated the area, there were still strict 

conditions around the amalgamation of women into the broader 

society. One of the examples he uses relates to marriage, pointing out 

that according to Islamic Law, men and women may not be alone in a 

closed room, although they do have the right to meet before marriage. 

He also explains that ‘the Prophet insisted that a couple should see each 

other at least once before agreeing to marriage’.  

Strict conditions surround men and women being alone in social spheres. 

The sanctity of marriage is considered to be very sacred under Islamic 
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law, and as a result the marriage bond and relationship is one which is 

taken very seriously and celebrated with much dignity. Islamic Law 

doesn’t take adultery lightly. However, nowhere in the Holy Book, or in 

Islamic Law, is it stated that honour crimes are punishable by law. The 

code of honour did not stem from Islam; however, the strict rules 

governing male-female interactions within a cultural sphere makes such 

matters subject to interpretation. Bin Muhammad (1999, p. 41) sheds 

some light on the tribal beliefs surrounding men and women’s interaction 

by stating: 

The nature of Bedouin life – on the one hand living communally (for no individual 
can survive alone in the desert) with no enclosed spaces of any kind (obviously 
the desert has none), on the other hand constantly in danger and mobile, and 
having to cope with all sorts of emergency situations – meant that there could not 
be too strong a stigma attached to a man and woman being alone. However, a 
woman who stayed out by herself or with the flocks at night far from any 
encampment, without an excuse was called a ‘strayer after’ and was considered 
to be flirting or ‘inviting men’, something for which she could have been punished 
by her family.  

Even though girls could be punished by their families for ‘straying’, it did 

not and does not mean that family members will kill them under Bedouin 

custom and law. Bedouins value women and what they bring to tribes. If 

it was found that two members of a tribe were fornicating before 

marriage then death would not be imposed on either of them; however, 

the tribe would deal with this by pressuring the parties to get married. The 

tribal ethos stemmed from a strong social code where the overriding 

necessity is that tribe or clan hold together and people defend one 

another in order to survive. 

Maris and Saharso (2001, p. 58) illustrate ‘honour killing is embedded in 

important religious values, so that as long as religion is an important 

guideline for behaviour, honour killing will persist’. They argue that the 

status of women improved when Islam was introduced into the Arab 
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world. It remains arguable that although Islam does not prescribe killings 

in the name of honour, religious values do play a role in the 

phenomenon. Maris and Saharso argue that there is an inter-

connectedness between religion and cultural traditions. There is a fine 

line between cultural beliefs and religious beliefs as individuals usually 

adapt their religious beliefs to their cultural lifestyles. In reflecting on the 

literature, one can conclude that in a strongly Islamic country like 

Jordan, which does not predominantly operate via Shariah law and 

prides itself as liberal, the concept of honour still dominates society. 

Maris and Saharso (2001, 59) state that in Islamic law the description of 

sexual offences is specific, explaining that ‘a conviction for illicit acts 

requires four male witnesses of impeccable behaviour, making it very 

hard to prove’. In considering this, and by reflecting on the act of honour 

killing within a societal and familial space, one can suggest that if most 

of the men who commit such murders in Jordan have strong Islamic 

faith, then it is also possible that their cultural beliefs override their 

religious beliefs. It is self-evident that laws are set in place to deter 

individuals in a society from committing criminal acts. However, when it 

comes to acts of murder in the name of honour, the perpetrators do not 

seem to worry about the consequences of infringing the law as they feel 

that their personal honour, or the honour linked to their family and 

society, is important enough to override such fears and uncertainties.  

Mernissi (1991, p. 3) quotes the Hadith which states that ‘those who 

entrust their affairs to a woman will never know prosperity’ which is stated 

in Al-Asqalani’s thirteenth volume, where he quotes al-Bukhari. Even 

though the Hadith is based on the interpretations of the Qur’an, one 

might suspect that it is impossible to separate the notions of cultural 

upbringing and ideologies surrounding family and patriarchy from those 

of religion. Mernissi furthers this argument by stating: 
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To interpret the relationship between the massive participation of women voters 
and the small number of women elected as a sign of stagnation and 
backwardness would be in accordance with the usual stereotypes applied to the 
Arab world. However, it would be more insightful to see it as a reflection of 
changing times and the intensity of the conflicts between the aspirations of 
women, who take the constitution of their country seriously, and the resistance of 
men, who imagine, despite the laws in force, that power is necessarily male. 

It is essential to consider connections involving the State, the government 

and women. If governmental institutions are mostly dominated by male 

actors, then what role do women play within society? Jordanian society 

is considered to be more liberal than most societies in the Arab world 

(Nanes 2003a; Sonbol 2003), and there are a considerable percentage 

of women in the work force, including some in powerful positions in 

governmental institutions. Even so, the Jordanian parliament bears 

witness to a society based on masculine decisions and empowerment. 

This leads me to question how the role of religion is enmeshed with 

concepts of society and gender.  

Mernissi (1982, p. 187) questions the sanctity of marriage by looking at 

how marriage is viewed from within Islam. She explains that Islam 

condemns women to monogamy and control over their sexuality, whilst 

men can have as many partners as they choose. She articulates that ‘as 

well as four legal wives, each man has the right to as many concubines 

as his purchasing power permits’. What Mernissi is presenting is the fact 

that women are limited in their choice and are governed in their actions 

under the auspices of Islam. This in turn may be used and interpreted in 

relation to crimes committed in the name of honour, even though the 

Qur’an does not mention such acts, and nor does it condone them. 

Mernissi (1982, p. 183) continues to argue the inequality between 

genders by reflecting on the notion of virginity: 

Curiously, then, virginity is a matter between men, in which women merely play 
the role of silent intermediaries. Like honour, virginity is the manifestation of a 
purely male preoccupation in societies where inequality, scarcity, and the 
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degrading subjection of some people to others deprive the community as a whole 
of the only true human strength: self-confidence. The concepts of honour and 
virginity locate the prestige of a man between the legs of a woman. It is not by 
subjugating nature or by conquering mountains and rivers that a man secures his 
status, but by controlling the movements of women related to him by blood or by 
marriage, and by forbidding them any contact with male strangers. 

These comments on virginity are relevant to the cultural notion of 

societal development and pressure, as virginity is an almost-sacred 

condition that is forced upon women through societal and familial 

expectation. Jawad (1998, p. 7) puts forward some thoughts that 

challenge the different motives behind religion and society and 

questions how they fit into one another’s ideological premises. He 

explains that marriage is highly important in Islam and it is a union 

between two consenting adults. The aim of marriage, according to 

Jawad, is ‘to perpetuate human life and achieve spiritual and emotional 

harmony’.  

It can be seen from these observations by Jawad and Mernissi’s that the 

two authors do not agree. Mernissi maintains that women’s choices are 

limited and controlled by men, while Jawad seems to maintain that Islam 

grants women equality in the marriage partnership.  

Gossip in Jordanian and Middle Eastern Society contributes to the 

number of women killed in the name of honour. In the Islamic era, the 

Prophet Mohammad himself was in the position of a husband whose wife 

was the subject of gossip regarding her morals. The prophet never took a 

knife to kill her, nor did he burn her or shoot her. On the contrary, the 

situation created an important ‘surah’ or chapter in the Qur’an that 

made the suspicious person who repeated gossip without evidence not 

only a sinner in the eyes of God but also punishable by the authorities. 

Arguably, if honour crimes are based on religious teachings, and if the 
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religious texts are interpreted correctly, then honour crimes should not 

and would not take place.  

In summary, it is apparent from the literature that the teachings of a 

dominant religion can often be exercised within the cultural sphere and 

become interpreted in a manner which is not always completely in 

agreement with the teaching of, in this case, the Qur’an. This may be the 

case with honour killings. Religious texts place pressure on maintaining 

virginity, and in this case the pressure has been subsumed into the 

cultural context which may have a pre-Islamic origin. Even though the 

Qur’an does not condone the punishment of women by death if they 

lose their virginity, it can be suggested that the custom does arise from 

pre-Islamic teachings. While the value of virginity continues to be a tenet 

in the Islamic religion, the consequences of its loss are taken to the 

extreme within the cultural context.  

Mernissi (1982, p. 189) argues against the segregation of women through 

the wearing of a veil. This argument illustrates how gender inequality is an 

issue which is inherent in society. Mernissi argues thus: 

This ancient segregation of space was, moreover, enriched in religious texts 
(Surah 22, verse 31, for example). In this sense the veil can be interpreted as a 
symbol revealing a collective fantasy of the Muslim community: to make women 
disappear, to eliminate them from communal life, to relegate them to an easily 
controllable terrain, the home, to prevent them moving about, and to highlight 
their illegal position on male territory by means of a mask. This is the logical 
conclusion of the almost phobic attitude of the community towards women. 
Hence the deep seated and violent reactions to the rights which nationalists have 
defended and institutionalized for women in anti-colonial struggles. 

Mernissi looks at the veil as a symbol of segregation; that is, segregating 

women from society and from the State. Her notions are relevant to the 

present argument as women in Jordan, and in the Arab world in general, 

are segregated from society in relation to the decisions they make, 

whom they marry, and also in relation to their own virginity and chastity. 
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When connecting this notion to crimes committed in the name of 

honour, one can argue that women who are killed in the name of 

honour are powerless, as the decision to live was taken away from them 

within the space of familial spheres. Thus their killing can be seen as a 

pure symbol of male and female segregation in a society that is 

entrenched with notions of inequality surrounding decisions and 

movements that men and women are able to make. 

King (2009, p. 322) expands on this argument in her examination of the 

role of women within the state. She argues that the role of women in the 

Muslim world is interlinked with the social, political and economic 

development of the area. King states that ‘the dynamic way in which 

politics, national identity, gender relations are enmeshed, and the 

diverse cultural factors that impact on Islamic values and attitudes to 

women with the variety of nations that belong to the Muslim world’. She 

suggests that one cannot divorce notions of culture and religion from 

one another. King also examines the notions that Mernissi presents 

through her writings surrounding virginity and sexuality of women in Islam. 

Even though both writers have original and strong arguments, they still 

do not manage to make a clear link between gender construction in 

Islam and the affairs of the State. King (2009, p. 306) does, however, 

suggest that: 

Islam approves of sexual pleasure, yet sexuality in Islam is the site not only of 
love, desire, sexual fulfilment and procreation, but also of shame, confinement 
and anxiety. Women are regarded as susceptible to corruption and this makes 
legitimate in many areas of the Islamic world their surveillance by family, 
community and state. Islamists take upon themselves the guardianship of the 
moral purity of women in their societies. 

King hypothesises in the sources of Islamic injunctions, including Qur’an 

and Prophetic tradition; there are ideas that are open to interpretation 

and misinterpretation. Analysts and scholars have therefore chosen to 
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ascribe meanings that sometimes end up justifying the killings in the 

name of religion. Much of the scholarly writing surrounding this topic 

challenges the ideals of Islam, even though many of the messages 

contained within the Holy Book are ones that fight for equality and love. 

However, like any other holy text, the Qur’an contains passages which 

are open to interpretation, hence the line between religion and culture 

becomes very blurred.  

Nasr (1966, p. 76) indicates that the Prophet did not marry many women 

out of lust and desire. In reality, when Muslim men marry more than one 

wife, the women are expected to adhere to the demands of their 

husband (Wasti 2007).  

Haj-Yahia (2005) observes that men are inherently superior to women 

and therefore have control over women, and that superiority stems from 

the fact that men are economically superior to women in society. He 

argues that patriarchal ideology is too complex to be attributed solely to 

religion. He argues that social and cultural influences contribute towards 

the delineation of gender and the relationship between men and 

women in the Arab world. He further explains that ‘the prevailing 

sociocultural ideology considers women to be a source of evil, anarchy 

(fitna), and trickery or deception (kaid)’. He also explains that values and 

norms are strongly associated with traditional ideals around gender, 

femininity, motherhood wifehood and sexuality, which are all values that 

are consistent with patriarchal conceptions. 

What Haj-Yahia is arguing is that one cannot solely place the blame on 

religion for the occurrence of crimes committed in the name of honour. 

Instead, he says one needs to have a very clear understanding of the 

ideologies that religion injects into society, especially when it comes to 

gender relations and gender equality and inequality.  
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2.2.5 Jordanian Law and Honour Killings  

This subsection of the chapter examines literature dealing with the legal 

and socio-political framework of crimes committed in the name of 

honour in Jordan. It also reviews literature dealing with the relationship 

between law and the concept of honour in Jordan and the Middle East 

generally. 

Jordan has on its legal books two Articles to date that appear to allow 

crimes in the name of honour to occur. Even though the perpetrators of 

such crimes no longer walk away free after six months imprisonment, the 

perpetrators of these crimes still manage to serve a lesser sentence than 

that normally brought down for murder.  

In describing these two Articles in the Jordanian Criminal Code, Faqir 

(2001, p. 72) quotes Article 340:  

he who discovers his wife or one of his female relatives committing adultery with 
another, and he kills, wounds or injures one or both of them, is exempt from any 
penalty 

 She then notes the second paragraph of Article 340 which states: 

he who discovers his wife, or one of his female ascendants or descendants or 
sisters with another in an unlawful bed, and he kills, wounds or injures one or 
both of them, benefits from a reduction of penalty 

Faqir continues to describe Article 98:  

He who commits a crime in a fit of fury caused by an unrightful and dangerous 
act on the part of the victim benefits from a reduction of penalty. 

It is significant that neither of these Articles refer to the term honour. The 

Jordanian Penal Code is adopted from the French, Ottoman and Italian 

Penal Codes. Some Articles within the code have been modified and 
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continue to be modified to fit the needs of society. The implementation 

of this is examined later on in the thesis.  

Faqir (2001, p. 72) questions the Jordanian Penal Code based on what 

the Jordanian constitution puts forward. She states ‘although Article 6 of 

the Jordanian constitution of 1953, guarantees the rights of all Jordanian 

citizens regardless of their gender, it is contradicted by Article 340 of the 

Jordanian Penal Code’. Article 340 was only used once in the history of 

the Criminal Court. Faqir sheds valuable light on the contents of Article 

98 by explaining that in the case of Jordan, many families assign the task 

of honour killings to a male member under the age of 18 years old 

knowing that he would be dealt with as a minor by the Jordanian 

criminal justice system, and as a result will receive a heavily reduced 

sentence.  

Plant (2005-2006, p. 115) sheds light on the subject of laws surrounding 

honour killings, noting how laws in Jordan have changed. She states that 

the problem of honour killings in Jordan is serious as they are the most 

frequent form of murder in the country, constituting a quarter of all 

murders in Jordan. Even though the laws have changed in recent years, 

Jordan still embraces Article 340 and Article 98 in its Penal Code. 

Although the former and present Kings and Queens of Jordan have 

urged their parliament to repeal or amend Article 340, parliament has 

refused. As a result, persons actually prosecuted and convicted of 

honour killings continue to receive sentences of only several months to 

several years, despite the typical conviction of first-degree murder in 

Jordan carrying a sentence of death. Plant is inferring that the intentions 

of the Royal Family are different from those of the Jordanian Parliament, 

while not explaining why the amendment of Article 340 was rejected by 

the Jordanian Parliament in 1999.  
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Nanes (2003), on the other hand, examines the rejection of Article 340 by 

exploring the evidence of civil society in Jordan. Nanes focuses on the 

emergence of a group of women in Jordan and introduces The 

Campaign to Eliminate So-called Crimes of Honour. Nanes explains that 

in 1999 a civil society phenomenon emerged in Jordan to specifically 

target honour crimes. A group of young Jordanians formed the 

campaign with the purpose of eliminating so-called crimes of honour. 

Nanes notes that ‘the activists of the Campaign gathered the signatures 

of Jordanian citizens in an attempt to repeal the law that grants reduced 

penalties to men convicted of committing honor crimes: Article 340 of 

the Jordanian Penal Code’. The members of this campaign argued that 

such an Article covers the murder of innocent women and has no place 

in a civilised society. By the end of that year, these activists had 

collected over 15,000 signatures and were successful in creating a public 

debate of what was a highly taboo issue. 

Nanes outlines the events following the collection of the signatures and 

what eventuated in the Jordanian Parliament. She says the founders of 

the campaign were mostly women from educated and middle class 

backgrounds whose main challenge was reaching to the general 

Jordanian public. Although Nanes focuses on the subject of civil society 

in Jordan, she provides insight into the legal and the parliamentary 

procedures in Jordan as the events surrounding the campaign unfolded. 

She explains that for the bill to go through the Jordanian Parliament it 

had to be approved by both the upper and the lower houses of the 

parliament. When the proposal for amending Article 340 reached 

Parliament it was necessary to have the Bill signed into law. It was 

stipulated that since the King appoints the Upper House it would not be 

a difficult task to have the Upper house accept it. The Lower House was 

the presenting challenge, as Nanes explains: ‘the Lower House of 

Parliament, however, was elected under conditions that produced a 
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heavily ‘tribal’ body, one entirely undisciplined by party or ideology and 

generally quite conservative’.  

Nanes suggests that the Parliamentary body in Jordan is representative 

of the society’s image of honour killings and hence the law amendment 

and the law formation process is derived from, and finalised in line with, 

that image. Plant (2005-2006, p. 116), on the other hand, states: ‘the lack 

of punishment for honor killings in Jordan, in addition to being ‘offensive 

to the murdered women and to women worldwide,’ demonstrates the 

Jordanian government’s acknowledgment and acceptance of the 

practice’. However, neither Nanes nor Plant explains why the Lower 

House of the Jordanian Parliament rejected the appeal to amend Article 

340. Sonbol (2003, p. 191) critiques the position of the Jordanian 

Parliament and manages to provide an understanding as to why they 

rejected the: 

The attitude of the Jordanian Parliament is quite odd, especially because the 
excuse used has to do with maintaining morality and holding on to the Islamic 
ideals and traditions that they insist are under attack by Western and American 
influences. Does that stance mean that Islam condones the killing of innocent 
women under mere suspicion? How could it be, when ‘throwing words’ is a hadd 
punishable by eighty lashes? Actually, by its actions the Jordanian Parliament 
allows for leniency for the ones who not only ‘point the finger’ but also commit the 
murder and thereby give the green light to others to follow suit. 

Sonbol’s views are courageous. From her view and those of others, it is 

questionable why Jordan has laws on its books that almost seem to 

permit the occurrence of honour crimes, even though the laws are slowly 

advancing and changing.  

Even though Jordanian law is derived from a mixture of laws, including 

Ottoman, French, Italian and British laws, the Jordanian laws have been 

drafted in a way that reflects the community values. Sonbol (2003, p. 

195) states: 
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the wording actually opens the door for a Judge to let a murderer go free or with 
a sentence that amounts to less than smacking the hand of a child. The laws are 
loose and hedged enough to leave the definition of honor crime open to include 
just about any form of violence that could be undertaken against a woman by a 
male family member. 

 What Sonbol argues is relevant, as the Jordanian Criminal Code does 

not have an Article that is purely dedicated to ‘honour’ killings.  

Warrick (2005a, p. 316) looks at the political function of legal codes. She 

argues that their main function is practical regulation for criminal law, in 

particular, as legal codes seek to regulate social conflict for the purpose 

of public order. Nanes (2003a) states: ‘laws also affect and reflect shared 

notions of justice and morality; these concepts are important elements of 

the legitimacy that states need to undergrid their political rule’. She 

explains contestations over the requirements of justice and morality are 

means by which law becomes a matter of political choices.  

It is apparent from this literature that scholars do not divorce the 

gendered argument from the legal argument, because there is no 

evidence that suggests if a woman kills her husband or male relative 

because of ‘honour’ issues, she will not receive the same treatment in a 

court of law. Even though article 340 has been amended in recent years 

to include women, this article has never been used since 1980. Faqir 

(2001, p. 73) adds that ‘a woman who finds her husband with another 

woman has no recourse in law. If she kills her husband she would not 

benefit from any reduction in penalty and would receive a minimum of 

three years’. Warrick (2005a, p. 326) complements Faqir’s statement by 

adding that ‘the terms of the law provide for reductions of penalty to 

male perpetrators only; women who discover husbands or relatives 

committing adultery were not accorded similar treatments, here or 

elsewhere in the law’. Abu Odeh (1996, p. 154) furthers the ideas of 

Warrick and Faqir: 
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A woman can commit a dishonourable act, that is reported through gossip to her 
family male members, who then meet to deliberate and decide to kill her. The 
killing would still be seen as one of honour. The bifurcation between reduction 
and exemption in the codes that adopt a distinction between adultery and 
unlawful bed, attitude equivoque, is foreign to the traditional world of honour. 

Researche’s stipulate that because gender definition plays a vital role 

within the society, it becomes part of the way laws are modified and 

hence codified. Ruane (2000, p. 1554) suggests ‘when the situations are 

reversed, which is rare, and a woman kills her husband who committed 

adultery, she does not benefit from a reduction in penalty. Instead, she is 

usually sentenced to a steep punishment’.  

In addition to the above gendered discussion, Abu-Hassan and 

Welchman (2005, p. 206) point out an integral part of the Jordanian 

Criminal Court proceedings. They state that when the Court in Jordan 

accepts a defence for an honour killing, the victim’s family always 

connects such a defence with a waiver of the personal claim. They 

explain that ‘customs and traditions push the guardian of the female 

victim to waive the personal claim and drop charges’. Once the 

personal claim is used, the Court can therefore use its own discretion in 

applying extenuating circumstances/reasons in accordance with Article 

99 and 100, thus allowing for lenient sentences, even when Article 98 

does not apply. What the scholars highlight is the integral role of family in 

the legal process. 

From the above it is clear that since 2009, prosecutors and Judges are 

now taking such cases more seriously; however, it does not change the 

fact that Jordan has embedded within its law an Article that allows for 

the family to drop their personal rights in relation to the perpetrator. In 

relation to crimes committed in the name of honour, since they are 

mostly crimes committed within the familial sphere, the strong patriarchal 

and familial bond comes into play. As a result, it is evident within the 
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scholarly literature and within the way the law is applied, that the 

Jordanian legal system is trapped in heritage and the culture of its 

society. Ruane (2000, p. 1552) explains that Jordan’s Penal Code is the 

result of Western influence in the Middle East. Ruane adds an insight 

around the clauses surrounding the ‘honour code:  

The ‘honor’ crime clauses arose out of a fusion between two sources – the 
Ottoman Penal Code of 1858 and the French Penal code of 1810. From the 
Ottoman Code, Article 340 of the Jordanian Penal Code adopted the expressions 
‘female unlawfuls’ and ‘unlawful bed’. From the French Code, the article 
borrowed the expression ‘ascendente, descendente’ and the idea of a partial 
excuse. 

Laws need to be adapted to suit a society’s needs, and in Jordan’s case 

a percentage of the society is against honour crimes (Berman & 

Hermann 2012). It is difficult to ascertain the exact percentage who 

oppose these crimes in Jordan; however, in a recent publication Elsner 

and Ghuneim (Elsner & Ghuneim 2013, p. 3) claim: 

Very little primary research has been conducted on the level of normative support 
for honor killings and the individual level factors that influence attitudes to honor 
killings. In fact, a review of the literature only suggested three relevant prior 
studies: Araji and Carlson (2001) explored the perception of child abuse, spouse 
abuse, and crimes of honor amongst a sample of 625 university students in 
Jordan. The data suggest that 63% of students viewed honor killing as a very 
serious problem – but no data were presented on the students’ own attitudes. 
Another study (Sheeley, 2007) conducted in Jordan was purportedly based on a 
national stratified convenience sample of 200 respondents, although details on 
the sampling procedure were not reported. 

Nesheiwat (2004, p. 252), on the other hand, states that when society 

adopts laws that undermine the basic rights of a class of citizens, tension 

is created between an individual responsibility to respect laws and the 

same individual’s right to be treated equally and protected by the 

society. Nesheiwat argues that when the State creates laws that do not 

fit with society’s standards, there is constant turmoil between a true 
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representation of society’s needs and culture and what is actually stated 

in the law.  

Although Jordan’s Penal code does not explicitly mention the word 

honour, it is reiterating the importance of a tradition which is embedded 

within heritage and culture, and one that is enacted by men over 

women year after year.  

In summary, although scholars indicate Jordanian law is progressing to 

provide women with more rights, it still remains evident that there is a 

gap between law and the embedding of cultural values. These authors 

give an historical view of the legal Code in Jordan and the 

contradictions within it, particularly in relation to the absence of honour 

as a concept.  

Although a large number of authors write about law and honour in 

Jordan, I could find no scholarship that provide a rationale for why 

honour killings have continued despite changes to the law. Other 

scholars have observed at some length the changes to these laws. 

2.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a global understanding of honour as reviewed 

by scholars. The chapter also provided a basis for understanding the 

different dimensions of honour crimes in the Middle East, and particularly 

in Jordan. Furthermore, this chapter has explored most of the avenues 

researched by scholars for an understanding of crimes committed in the 

name of honour. This material will allow the reader to further understand 

the findings I will present in chapters Five to Eight, which demonstrate the 

interlinked nature of law, society, history and religion that enable honour 

crimes to occur. The next chapter will cover a socio-political history of 

Jordan as well as the history of the Jordanian criminal code. 
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 In the second section of this chapter I review the literature on crimes 

committed in the name of honour as these relate to the society of 

Jordan and that of the Middle East, and place these within the context 

of theories on society, gender and the law. I commence by 

contextualising honour killings within the broader theoretical domain of 

domestic and honour-based violence. Whilst domestic violence and 

honour-based violence have already been addressed in Section One, in 

this section I expand on this area by clarifying the tenuous links between 

domestic violence and honour killings in Jordan that have already been 

made by scholars.  
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Chapter 3: Jordan – History, Identity, Politics and Law 

Figure 3-1:  Map of Jordan 

 
 

The history of Jordan is complex. However, having an understanding of 

its history and how that has shaped the identity of its people provides an 

important context for understanding the formation of the country’s 

constitution and laws. This chapter highlights the history, which informs an 

‘honour’ code, and demonstrates how Jordan’s political history has 

played a role in defining the demography of the country. 

This chapter briefly covers the history of Jordan – how it came to 

existence, the monarchy, the cultural identity of its people, its politics 

and the law that governs its people. The chapter is divided in to two 

sections. In the first section I outline the political history of Jordan 
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between the years 1886 and 1948 and the events that happened after 

that. I explain why it is important to understand tribal politics. 

Understanding the part tribal politics plays provides essential insights into 

‘honour’ politics. The historical information for this section has largely 

been derived from the work of several historians who write about Jordan. 

The key texts include those of Alan (2005), who provides a history of 

Jordan since its making, Robins (2004) who provides more recent work on 

the history of Jordan, and Shalim (1988) who writes on the history of Israel 

and Palestine and how that affected Jordan. My primary sources of 

reference are integrated with other texts whenever appropriate. The 

chapter describes how the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan came into 

existence, from being under Ottoman rule then invaded by the British, to 

becoming a Kingdom captured by the Hashemites who also claim to be 

the prophet Mohammad’s descendants.  

The second section describes the chronology of the progress of the 

Jordanian Criminal Code from the mid-1990s to 2010. I focus on the legal 

articles that deal with murder in Jordan and how those articles are 

implemented in relation to crimes committed in the name of honour. The 

chapter also describes the way Jordanian law has been amended over 

time and explores views about whether or not the legal amendments 

have played a role in decreasing the number of honour crimes.  

3.1 Jordan’s Political History (1886 – 1948) 

The following observation by Nyrop (1980) gives a glimpse into Jordan’s 

complex history and current existence: 

Jordan’s location as a buffer zone between the settled region of the 
Mediterranean littoral west of the Jordan River and the desert to the east 
contributed significantly to the country’s experience in ancient and more recent 
times. Until 1921, however, Jordan’s history was that of a vaguely defined 
territory without a separate existence. Its earlier history, closely associated with 
the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, is therefore included in the 
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histories of the contending empires of which it often formed a part (Nyrop 1980, 
p. 3). 

Like all countries, Jordan has seen political, societal and legal changes 

since its formation, which was just over ninety years ago. 

3.1.1 From Ottoman Rule to Independent Monarchy Under Hashemite 

Rule (1516-1918) 

Prior to the Ottoman Empire, which ruled Jordan for many years, the 

country was inhabited by nomadic Bedouins who still inhabit large areas 

of the land today. Robins (2004) illustrates this history: 

For all their geographical and economic marginality, the lands of Transjordan 
were neither unsophisticated nor rule-free. The area beyond Ottoman control 
may have been anarchic in the literal sense of there being no over-arching 
government, but a complex and knowable ethical code or tribal law existed by 
which disputes could be addressed and resolved. Life was certainly dynamic in 
Transjordan during this time, not least owing to the vagaries of the climate and 
the logic of tribal interaction, with its emphasis on exploiting opportunities 
provided by the fluctuating ecology.  

In making these observations, Robins highlights the mixture of intertwined 

lives and culture that pre-existed the Ottoman regime. The Ottomans 

ruled Jordan (known as Transjordan during that time) from 1851 to 1918. 

Fischbach (2000, p. 7) illustrates the lasting significance of the Ottoman 

rule stating that Jordanian officials maintained Ottoman land legislation 

as the basis for the country’s land regime which continued into the 

twenty first century. The scholar explains that ‘any understanding of the 

state, society, and land in Jordan must thus begin with the study of the 

Ottoman presence in Transjordan’.  

In describing the Ottoman rule in this way, Fischbach identifies the lasting 

significance Ottoman rule had over Transjordan and also suggests that 

many of the cultures and traditions imposed by the Ottomans continue 
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to exist to some extent in Jordan today. Arguably, the pivotal location of 

Transjordan in the Middle East was well established as a result of the 

Ottoman’s anticipation and recognition of the important role that 

Transjordan could one day play within Middle Eastern economy and 

politics. The Ottoman’s main aim for the Jordan region was to turn it into 

an economic hub by focusing on the pilgrims coming from the Hijaz 

region (Nyrop 1980). One of their significant achievements was the 

construction of the Hijaz railway, with assistance from the Germans. By 

1908, the Hijaz railway linked Damascus with the holy city of Medina. This, 

it is argued, facilitated pilgrim traffic and Ottoman military control of the 

Arabian Peninsula (Milton-Edwards & Hinchcliffe 2009).  

The Hijaz railway, running from Damascus to Medina, reached Amman in 

1903, and alongside it was extended a telegraph line with branches 

reaching Irbid, Salt, Karak and Aqaba. This transformed Amman from an 

agricultural settlement into an economic market place as merchants 

started to settle in the town, and increasingly added to the diversity of its 

nomadic Bedouin inhabitants. With the influx of economic migrants the 

original inhabitants of the country were reported to feel discomforted 

about the changes, and as Milton-Edwards and Hinchcliffe (2009, p. 14) 

suggest: 

Throughout the latter Ottoman period the Bedouin tribes, including, for example, 
the Bani Hasan, the Adwan, the Huwaytat and the Bani Sakhr (whose 
successors still live in modern Jordan) frequently revolted against the authorities 
– most notably in 1905 and 1910 – and were only suppressed with great 
difficulty. 

The nomadic tribes had inhabited Jordan for thousands of years. It was 

only with the Ottoman rule that their nomadic lifestyle began to change 

as different ethnic populations moving into their land were confronting 

them. According to Bin Muhammad (1999, p. 13) the process that was to 

change the lifestyle of the tribes in Jordan began with the establishment 
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of the Empire of Transjordan in 1921. Bin Muhammad explains that ‘this 

happened slowly at first, but gradually an exorable array of pressures 

was to change a life-style that had remained essentially the same for at 

least 5000 years’.  

Tribal feuds had begun, and the search for control and power within the 

area still continues today (Bin Muhammad 1999; Robins 2004). The 

significance of this period demonstrates how tribal heritage and 

influence manages to merge with the power of the Royal Family and, 

together, a mix of cultures and laws became the basis of constitutional 

development. During the late nineteenth century the Ottomans 

encouraged the settlement of Circassian farmers around Amman in an 

attempt to pacify the region (Milton-Edwards & Hinchcliffe 2009). 

Circassian immigration continued until 1909 as Russian persecution of 

these Sunni Muslims continued in the Caucasus. Their descendants 

continued to fill senior appointments in Jordan – especially in the armed 

forces, and they are now considered to be amongst the most influential 

families in Jordan. 

Before the outbreak of the Great War in July 1914 the lands comprising 

modern day Jordan did not constitute a political entity. Nevertheless, 

they did have a sense of cohesion based on values of political 

accommodation; firstly between the state and the tribes; secondly 

between the tribes and the villagers; and thirdly among the state, tribes, 

villagers, and those newcomers who, it is argued, introduced much 

needed services into an area the Ottoman state had neglected (Alan 

2005). It was a relationship of informal political liaisons, between an 

administrative body (the state), a security apparatus (the tribes), a 

working peasantry (the farmers) and the economic elite (Circassians and 

merchants from al-Salt and Syria). Today Jordan still functions somewhat 

in a similar manner, all four constituents play a major role in shaping the 
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way the country is managed, and in turn have an influence on the ways 

laws are drafted and constituted. The four constituents also carry the 

culture and legacy of the region into modern day Jordan. 

3.1.2 The Hashemites, the Arab Revolt and the Making of a State  

The Hashemite family, which originates from the Hijaz region, founded 

the Emirate of Transjordan on the 11th of April 1921 and became the 

Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan upon formal independence from Britain in 

1946. By painting a clear picture of the Hashemites’ life before they 

arrived in Jordan, Wilson (1987, p. 6) demonstrates how Abdullah 

became King of Jordan. He explains that the Hashemites originated from 

Hijaz, and had lived in both Mecca and in Istanbul. Abdullah was born in 

Mecca in 1982. His parents were first cousins and both bore the title of 

‘sharif’, which means noble, as it is believed that they are descendants 

of the Prophet Muhammad. Wilson explains that ‘sharifian lineage is 

determined by complex genealogies which can be and have been 

forged, falsified and bought; yet in Mecca and in the Hijaz in general, 

genealogical tradition has survived in its great purity, making it difficulty 

to forge false links to the Prophet there’.  

Wilson explains further that when Abdullah was born, his birth welcomed 

noble treatment since it was known that he was a descendant of the 

Prophet Mohammed. Abdullah and his brother Faysal lost their mother at 

a young age, and it was due to his great-grandmother and great aunt 

who raised them that the boys developed a sense of tribal belonging 

and became accustomed to a nomadic way of life (Wilson 1987). 

According to Wilson (1987, p. 6), it was at the knees of the women of 

Bani Shihr tribe that he learned of nomadic ways. According to Wilson, 

‘they passed on to him their knowledge and love of tribal lore, songs and 
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poetry, and his expertise in such things was often remarked upon as he 

grew older’.  

In 1875, an Arab Nationalist movement began when: 

A small group of Western-oriented Muslim and Christian Arab intellectuals in 
Beirut were urging the study of Arab history, literature, and language to revive 
Arab identity. By means of secretly printed and circulated publications they 
attempted to expose the harsh nature of Ottoman rule and to arouse an Arab 
consciousness that would make greater autonomy or even independence a 
possibility. The idea of independence was always expressed in the context of a 
unified entity – “the Arab nation” as a whole. After only a few years, however, 
Ottoman security operations had stifled the group’s activities (Nyrop 1980, p. 14).  

This movement instigated an Arab revolt (or an Arab nationalist 

movement), and in relation to the region of Jordan and its surrounding 

countries the Arabian Desert tribes from Jordan and the Arabian 

Peninsula were quite resentful of foreign control. It was then that 

Abdullah and Faisal established contact with the Arab nationalists in 

Syria (Robins 2004).  

Nyrop (1980, p. 17) explains how, at that stage, Faisal had delivered to 

his father the so-called ‘Damascus protocol’, in which the Arab 

nationalists appealed to Husayn, the father of Abdullah and Faisal, ‘to 

deliver them from the Turk’. They set out the demands for Arab 

independence that were used by Faisal in his subsequent negotiations 

with the British. In return, the nationalists accepted the Hashemites as 

spokesmen for the Arab cause. This complimented the head of the 

Hashemite family, as Husayn’s desire for an autonomous Hijaz was 

strengthened when he and his family realized that the Ottoman 

influence was strengthening by the day in the Arab world. Wilson (1987, 

p. 25) further explains this point when he states that Husayn’s ambitions 

were simple and constant. According to Wilson, ‘since 1908 he has not 

deviated from his desire for an autonomous, hereditary amirate in the 
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Hijaz, one that would be safe against Ottoman administrative 

encroachments on one hand, but that would enjoy Ottoman favour 

over neighbouring principalities on the other’. 

Many scholars/historians state that the Hashemites’ grip over the Arab 

world occurred in a controversial manner (Milton-Edwards & Hinchcliffe 

2009). On the one hand, Husayn had a reputation for being ‘the man 

who had acted on behalf of the Ottoman Empire against Arabs in Asir 

three years before the war now became the champion of Arabs against 

the Ottoman Empire’ (Wilson 1987, p. 26). It is arguable that this placed 

Husayn and the rest of his Hashemite family in a powerful and favorable 

position amongst the Arabs and Westerners alike. It was at the time of 

the Great War that Husayn demanded from Britain an independent Arab 

State as a price for his rebellion (Wilson 1987).  

In July 1915, whilst the Ottomans were busy fighting the Allies, the 

Hashemite Sharif from Mecca, Husayn Bin Ali, sent a letter to Sir Henry 

McMahon, the British commissioner in Cairo, broaching the possibility of 

the Arabs weakening the Ottoman state from within in return for Britain’s 

recognition of Arab independence and the proclamation of an Arab 

independent State (Shalim 1988). Between July 1915 and March 1916 

correspondence was exchanged between both political figures.  

The aftermath of the McMahon-Husayn correspondence resulted in an 

Arab Revolt which broke out in June 1916 and is ’remembered to this 

day as the Golden Age of Arab nationalism which was in essence an 

Anglo-Hashemite plot’ (Shalim 1988, p. 23). The Arab revolt was initiated 

by Sharif Hussein and his four sons, mainly Abdullah and Faisal, and was 

‘secretly’ financed and armed by the British Government (Shalim 1988). 

Even though the Hashemites would have liked to believe that this 

agreement meant an Arab independent state, they were not aware at 
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the time that the British had signed the Sykes-Picot agreement with the 

French in May 1916. This agreement stipulated that Arabia would be 

divided between the British and the French (Shalim 1988). The Sykes-Picot 

agreement divided modern Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine 

between Britain and France. Shalim (1988, p. 25) further explains the 

terms of this agreement whereby it entailed two divided zones, one to 

be controlled by the French and the other by the British.  

To the Arabs, the Sykes-picot agreement represented a betrayal by the 

allies (Alan 2005). To some extent this explains the rivalry which exists 

between the Arab world and the western powers today. The incidents 

which occurred during the periods of 1916 and 1920 have shaped 

Middle Eastern politics in a way which impacts on its societies, its 

diplomacy, its laws and its politics. It continues to shape the way people 

and institutions function in the present (Alan 2005).  

In October 1918 an Arab government headed by Emir Faisal Bin al-

Hussein was set up in Damascus. Transjordan, at the time, was 

considered a ‘southern extension’, an indication of “reactivating the 

practices of the former administration and co-opting the traditional local 

elites” (Robins 2004, p. 14). However, when the San Remo conference of 

April 1920 placed Syria under the French sphere of influence and 

Transjordan under British provision, Transjordan was left with no 

administrative centre. Modern day Jordan began with the creation of 

three autonomous administrations in Ajlun, al-Salt and al-Karak.  

During that time, Abdullah felt betrayed by the actions of the British 

government as he felt that they did not keep their ‘political’ promise. He 

felt even more betrayed by his brother, Emir Faisal, who had been 

offered the throne of Syria by the Syrian Congress in March 1920. In 

November 1920, Abdullah bin al-Hussein ‘with a retinue of Bedouin body 
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guards and Syrian nationalists refugees’ (Dann 1984, p. 2) arrived in the 

city of Ma’an and declared that he would fight alongside his brother 

Faysal in the battle against the French. Abdullah kept moving forward 

and on 2 March 1921 he had arrived at the city of Amman. This 

unexpected success by Abdullah instigated a meeting in Jerusalem that 

involved Churchill, Lawrence of Arabia and Abdullah bin al-Hussein. At 

the end of this historic meeting, ‘Abdullah accepted the administration 

of Transjordan for a period of six months, with a purse of 5000 pounds per 

month advanced by the government of Palestine, a representative of 

the Palestinian government at his side, and the promise of British 

protection. Abdullah in return promised good behaviour vis-à-vis the 

French’ (Dann 1984, p. 3). 

At the meeting in Jerusalem, Abdullah demanded that he should be 

made King of Palestine as well as Transjordan. This offer was rejected by 

Churchill ‘on the grounds that it conflicted with British commitment to a 

Jewish national home’ (Shalim 1988, p. 29). At this point, Abdullah had to 

settle with the temporary arrangement of being the Amir of Transjordan 

and receive 5000 pounds per month in order to preserve order in 

Transjordan.  

In April 1921, the first government was formed in Transjordan. However, in 

the first six months there were to be many problems for Abdullah as he 

reportedly ‘squandered his allowances and indulged in an orgy of 

maladministration, while the country was swarming with Syrians bent on 

taking up arms against the French’. Despite this, Abdullah secured a 

permanent arrangement whereby the British recognised the existence of 

an independent constitutional government under his rule subject to the 

establishment of permanence and a constitutional regime. Britain’s 

funding would also continue to help support Abdullah in building a 
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government and a State. Robins (2004, p. 16) paints a clearer picture of 

this: 

The decade of the 1920’s was crucial in terms of the emergence of both state 
and regime in Transjordan. A defining moment came with the British decision to 
separate the mandates of Palestine and Transjordan; at last the periphery was to 
become a centre in its own right. From then onwards, state building took on a 
logic of its own. The establishment of public agencies and military forces created 
an administrative and coercive core. The resulting construction boom acted as an 
economic magnet and began to create vested interests for the existence of the 
state. (2004, p. 16) 

It was during Abdullah’s six-month probationary regime that Britain 

announced Jordan’s independence from Palestine, therefore making 

these two separate states with two sets of autonomous powers (Shalim 

1988; Wilson 1987). Abdullah’s sense of hope is reported to have been 

renewed at this point and he was granted recognition, establishing his 

own foundation and regime to run the country. The first six months for 

Abdullah were not spent or geared toward the modern state-building of 

Jordan, but rather toward building a relationship with Jordan’s complex 

tribal groups, whereby the prince immensely immersed himself in tribal 

politics because he recognised the vitality of having the tribes by his side 

(Bin Muhammad 1999). This did not mean that Abdullah’s Transjordan 

was free from British interference; however, Britain played an integral 

part in developing Jordan’s constitutional regime as well as the solid 

foundations of a stable monarchy in a tumultuous region.  

The next section briefly explores how the Kingdom of Jordan came into 

existence. 

3.1.3 Building Foundations 

The years from 1920 until the early 1930s marked Jordan’s most critical 

years in terms of development and advancement (Shalim 1988). It was 

within this time frame that Abdullah managed to make enemies as well 
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as ‘friends’ with Jordan’s nomadic tribes. Importantly, it was also during 

this time period that Jordan’s constitution was born, as well as a basic 

regime for developing a parliamentary structure. Abdullah’s first few 

years in office were marked with many challenges. He was perceived 

with suspicion amongst the Jordanian population, and as Shalim (1988, 

p. 33) further explains: 

Among Arab politicians Abdullah was never a popular or trusted figure. In his own 
way he was an ardent Arab nationalist, but the authoritarianism which marked his 
approach to the affairs of state and the confidence he exuded of being marked 
out by destiny to lead the Arab world to independence did not endear him to 
other Arabs, especially when they happened to be fellow kings and rulers in their 
own right.  

Upon reflection on Shalim’s quote, it was this particular facet of 

Abdullah’s rule that was looked upon with suspicion; the fact that he 

played along with Britain’s ‘dirty’ regime in order to gain control and 

power (Shalim 1988). This paved a challenging pathway for Abdullah, 

one that made it more difficult amongst the population and the 

Bedouins to gain trust and fellowship. Dann (1984, p. 10) explains this by 

painting a personal picture of the monarch: 

As constitutional life took shape, so did a political opposition. It was not merely a 
matter of the ‘outs’ arraigned against the ‘ins’, as cynical British observers tended 
to concluded. Abdullah was himself a politician with a profile, and he roused 
enmity on other than purely selfish grounds. His Hashemite pretensions, over 
and above his being a foreigner, were liable to rouse antagonism. So did his 
reliance on, or subservience to, the British. The sincerity of his stand against 
Zionism was suspect.  

It could be extrapolated from these comments that internal challenges 

emerged almost immediately to the newly formed State of Transjordan.  

Adding to the tension that has been described by Dann, the famous 

‘Kura’ revolt of June 1921 came as a huge blow to Abdullah as well as 

the British Government. The revolt was built on the grounds that the 
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inhabitants of the Jordanian villages had already paid their tax to the 

previous autonomous administration before it was terminated and a new 

State under a new regime was built. The villagers felt cheated. This 

turbulence still continued in 1923, when two of the most powerful tribes in 

Jordan voiced their discontent with the system. The Adwan tribe was 

trying to recover dues owed to them as well as voicing their discontent 

that their rivals, the Bani Sakhr tribe, were exempt from paying taxes all 

together bounty of Amir Abdullah. The Amir exempted the Bani Sakhr 

tribe from paying taxes as a note of appreciation for their loyalty and 

continuous support for the new emerging regime. The Bani Sakhr tribe is 

one of the largest tribes in Jordan and it has been ever since the 1920s, 

when a relationship was built between the tribe and the Hashemites 

while the core of Jordanian politics was being formulated.  

Arguably, the history of the 1920s continues to influence the way the 

country runs to this day. Aruri (1972, p. 28) explains: 

To consolidate his regime, Abdullah followed a policy of playing one tribe against 
another, using the generous expense account which Britain provided him with in 
July 1921. The Bani Sakhr tribe, living in twenty-four villages situated on 426,000 
donums of cultivated land between Amman and Maadaba received the biggest 
share, and was exempted from all taxation. Their sheikh Mithqal al-Fayez was 
among the first to welcome Abdullah in Transjordan. 

What this suggests is that tribal feuds and rivalries arose in Jordan from 

the 1920s onward, which might contribute to an explanation of why 

certain Jordanian tribes hold more posts and positions in Jordan than 

others, even today. Tribal loyalty is a well-known element in Jordanian 

society and the Bani Sakhr tribe is the one Jordanian tribe closest to the 

Hashemite families, consequently they play a very influential role in day-

to-day politics and decision making in Jordan’s current political state. 

From the birth of Jordan’s constitution, select tribes accepted the 

Hashemites, and as a result it was recognised by both sides and both 
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parties that in order to co-exist, peace and friendship were essential 

(Shalim 1988). This was when tribal power and life took a step forward 

from desert existence, but rather this rich heritage was later entrenched 

in urban life.  

Today, tribal law plays an important role in the government and many 

Bedouin and tribal individuals hold important posts in the country. One of 

the only books written on Jordanian tribes and politics is by Ghazi Bin 

Muhammad (1999) and he explains the structure of Jordanian tribes 

clearly. He also explains the importance of tribal culture in personal 

relationships, and how their role in the government and their relationship 

with the royal family helps maintain that heritage amongst the Jordanian 

population. In relation to government and politics, Bin Muhammad (1999, 

p. 15) explains that tribal customs still exist today, ‘ranging from individual 

tribal accents and gestures, eating with one’s hands, and wearing 

traditional Arab clothes, to openly carrying weapons and engaging in 

blood feuds!’. Bin Muhammed also illustrates how the tribal influence is 

still very much part of the political system, where conditions where set 

upon the King:  

These include: (1) distinct voting districts and seats for the Bedouins in the 
Jordanian Parliament; (2) a Desert Police Legion consisting entirely of Bedouins 
or Semi-Nomadic Tribesmen (and, indeed, who better to police them, and endure 
the desert, than they themselves?); (3) the existence of a ministerial-level post of 
Advsior to H.M. the King for Tribal Affairs (usually filled by a member of the Royal 
Family itself or by a sharif, and traditionally responsible for investigating the 
conditions of, particularly, the Bedouins and the Semi-Nomadic tribes; for 
advising the King thereon; for organizing personal contacts between the tribes 
and the King, and for protecting and promoting their interests with the 
Government); (4) recognition by Royal decree of Tribal Shyukh (and benefits 
attendant thereupon); (5) special royal scholarships and military schools for poor 
students from tribal areas. 

From these observations it can be extrapolated that the interference by 

the British in the creation of the Hashemite Kingdom under Abdullah 
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paved a way for a larger nomadic and Bedouin influence, one that 

arguably has infiltrated, and still does infiltrate, the Jordanian way of life.  

3.1.4 Laying the Foundations of a Constitution – April 1928 

Finally, after a turbulent decade, the Emirate of Transjordan drafted its 

first Constitution in 1928 under Amir Abdullah. Talks began on 20 February 

1928, when a formal agreement between His Britannic Majesty and Amir 

Abdullah was finally signed. The document reflects the ‘power disparities 

between Abdullah and the British’ (Robins 2004, p. 36); however, there 

was strong opposition to this locally. Abdullah faced a lot of opposition 

from Jordan’s original settlers, therefore signing this agreement was a 

sign of a permanent Jordanian-British political relationship. However, 

what this meant for Abdullah was that Britain recognised the formal 

existence of Jordan under the ‘rule of His Highness the Amir of 

Transjordan’. It also meant that Britain no longer recognised Jordan as a 

district, but regarded it is as an Emirate. Britain also agreed to meet most 

of the administrative expenses including the military ones.  

It was not until April 1928 that an Organic Law, (generally referred to as 

the constitution) was created. Robins (2004, p. 37) explains the function 

of this Organic Law: 

Its main innovation was the creation of a 21-member Legislative Council, with a 
three-year term. The composition of the Council made it susceptible to executive 
control. The presence of seven appointed members (five of whom were from the 
Executive council), the fact the chief minister also acted as Council chair, and the 
over-representation of minorities (three would be Christians and two Circassians) 
all mitigated against independent action. 

Dann (1984, p. 8) also draws a very clear picture of the moment when 

Jordan created its own constitution and government by explaining the 

Organic Law: 
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Provided for a single legislative council consisting of elected representatives and 
the members of an executive council – the Amir’s cabinet. The chief minister, and 
in his absence another minister, was to preside over the meetings of the 
legislature. The Amir has wide powers to legislate ordinance. He also had wide 
powers to refuse his assent to bills passed by legislature. The legislature had no 
authority over the ministry of the day – obviously so, as the ministers were its 
members ex officio. 

From 1928 onwards, British officials were recruiting a large number of 

Palestinian citizens to help run the country. It was during this time that the 

Jordanian-Palestinian alliance was slowly being formed, and it was at 

the start of this period that opposition to the influx of Palestinians into 

Jordan was being voiced. 

With the birth of Jordan’s political history, Jordan’s first political 

movement also emerged in 1928 and was known as the Transjordan 

National Congress (TNC). It was heavily supported by the major tribal 

clans in the country (Wilson 1987). They used their power by trying to 

block the appointment of further officials from Palestine; hence their 

slogan became “Transjordan for the Transjordanians” (Robins 2004). The 

TNC later proved to play a large role in the Legislative Council and they 

were very nationalistic in the way they conversed about current affairs 

and issues. Other political movements that emerged during this period 

included the People’s Party and the Solidarity Party. The People’s Party 

was meant to act as a counterweight to the TNC and had the backing 

of the Emir himself (Robins 2004). The party’s success at winning elections 

in 1931 and 1934 ‘helped to sanitize the political impact of the Legislative 

Council’ (Robins 2004, p. 34). A prominent member of the Bani Sakhr 

tribe, Mithqal al-Fayiz, and like the other two political movements 

established the Solidarity Party in 1933, the emphasis of the party was on 

personal – rather than ideological – politics.  

In 1946, Transjordan finally gained independence from Britain and a new 

constitution as well as an electoral law was laid. This change led the 
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Emirate of Transjordan to be transformed into the Hashemite Kingdom of 

Transjordan, and therefore Amir Abdullah became the King. Arguably, it 

was during this time that the largest political change occurred in relation 

to the structure of the parliament (Hourani, Dabbas & Power-Stevens 

1995). This is when the Jordanian parliament was divided into two houses; 

a lower house which is elected by the general public and a senate 

which is appointed by the King. Hourani et. al. (1995, p. 15) explain that 

Jordan adopted a bi-cameral system of parliament. They explain that 

the Upper House is appointed by the King and is half the size of the 

Lower House, which is elected by the public. Both houses, or chambers, 

as they are also known, serve a four-year term and convene at the same 

time. 

The Jordanian parliament does not just have legislative power; it also 

controls the primary criterion for determining the system of government 

in Jordan (Hourani, Dabbas & Power-Stevens 1995). The Jordanian 

Constitution describes the system of government in Jordan as a 

‘parliamentary hereditary monarchy’, which could be interpreted to 

mean the Jordanian constitution maximises the significance of the 

parliament within the system of government, whilst still granting the 

utmost decision power to the King. The Jordanian parliament is not just a 

legislative instrument; at the foremost level it is the primary component of 

the system of governance in Jordan.  

The Jordanian Constitution, since 1952, has been based on the principles 

of a separation of powers. On the one hand the constitution holds the 

government responsible before the elected Chamber of Deputies, and 

on the other hand executive powers are entrusted to the King. The King is 

the head of the state and is “immune from any liability or responsibility in 

accordance with Article 30 of the Constitution” (1995, p. 14). The King 

therefore deputises the exercise of his executive powers to the 
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government, which is collectively responsible before the Chamber of 

Deputies in accordance with Article 50 of the Constitution.  

On the 14 May 1948, a Jewish State of Israel was created on the lands of 

Palestine as part of what many authors describe as a conspiracy that 

came about as a result of the holocaust and the displacement of 

millions of Jews around the world (Milton-Edwards & Hinchcliffe 2009). 

War broke out between Israel and neighbouring Arab countries, and 

when the war finally subsided Israel acquired much more land than had 

been stipulated under the provisions of the United Nations partition plan. 

The remaining lands of Palestine were then annexed by Transjordan and 

Egypt. The population of Transjordan prior to the war did not exceed 

500,000 individuals. As a result of the 1948 war, some 500,000 Palestinian 

Arabs took refuge in Transjordan or in the West Bank (Nyrop 1980, p. 26).  

Bailey (1984, p. 2) explains: 

He [the King] duly granted citizenship to the 810,000 Palestinians who thereby 
came under his authority and who, by outnumbering his original Trans Jordanian 
subjects two to one, became the majority of Jordan’s population.  

As a result of this war, the refugees had to be housed in refugee camps 

that were set up by the United Nations. It was then that Abdullah’s 

controversial reputation was strengthened, as he was the only Arab 

leader seeking reconciliation and a political solution with Israel. Abdullah 

had a vision of leading the whole Arab world and creating a wider Arab 

unity. Therefore, the political decisions he made during his reign, 

including the annexation of the West Bank, in his mind, were solid steps 

to achieving a wider Arab unity (Shalim 1988). 

The above history shows how Jordan came into existence. The section 

below will illustrate the history of Jordan’s Criminal Code and how the 

Code relates to crimes committed in the name of honour. 
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3.2 Jordanian Criminal law and its Relationship with Crimes 
Committed in the Name of Honour 

While the socio-political history of Jordan is discussed in Section I of this 

chapter, Section 2 serves a different purpose – to understand the history 

of the legal Articles surrounding honour crimes and how their 

amendments are perceived by the community in general. Jordan does 

not have a specific Article dedicated to crimes committed in the name 

of honour; however, interpretations of those articles pertinent to honour 

killings have enabled the perpetrators of such crimes to be punished with 

leniency (Abu Hassan & Welchman 2005; Warrick 2005a; Arnold 2001).  

The Jordanian Constitution states under Article 2 that Jordanians are 

equal before the law and there is no discrimination on racial grounds 

regarding rights and duties; however, gender, language and religion are 

not mentioned (Sonbol 2003).  

It is clear from Section 1 that Jordanian law is a mix of Ottoman, French 

and British Law. Furthermore, Jordan’s creation was a result of the 

political warfare that occurred in surrounding Syria, Iraq and Palestine 

and, as a result, the legal system in Jordan also inherited a mix of Articles 

from the entire region. It was designed to complement the needs and 

the culture of Jordanian society. Nesheiwat (2004, p. 257) demonstrates 

the historical evolution of the law: 

Roman law allowed a husband to kill his wife and her lover, and a father to kill his 
daughter and her paramour. This tradition was carried into French law, which 
originally allowed a husband to kill his wife if he caught her committing adultery in 
the marital home. In patriarchal societies, family honor is associated with a 
woman’s body, and controlling it has been justified as a way of protecting that 
honour. In countries like Brazil, Pakistan, Turkey, Egypt, and Lebanon, the roots 
of such traditions often lie in old cultural and societal norms as well as in the 
misuse and misinterpretation of religion. Such traditions provide for the social 
acceptance of violent behaviour against women.  
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According to Abu Odeh (1996, p. 143), Article 340 was introduced in the 

Jordanian criminal code in 1960 and it ‘owes its historical origin to two 

legal sources, that are not unharmonious when it comes to the issues of 

‘crimes of honour’. These two sources are the Ottoman Penal Code of 

1858 and the French Penal Code of 1810’. Article 340 of the Jordanian 

Criminal Code adopts most of its wording from Article 188 of the 

Ottoman code, which states: 

He who has seen his wife or any of his female unlawfuls with another in a state of 
“ugly” adultery and then beat, injured, or killed one of both of them will be exempt 
from penalty. And he who has seen his wife or one of his female unlawfuls with 
another in an unlawful bed and then beat, injured or killed one or both of them, 
will be excused. 

Nesheiwat (2004, p. 273) expands this by explaining ‘the current JPC 

[Jordanian Penal Code] progressed from a fusion between the Ottoman 

Code of 1858 and the French Code of 1810. More specifically, Article 340 

of the Jordanian Penal Code has its most recent origins in Articles 562 

and 548 of the Lebanese and Syrian Penal Codes. Respectively. Article 

340’s current language was continuously adopted from 1936 until the 

current criminal code number 16 was issued in 1960’. The original Article 

340 of Jordan states: 

1. He who surprises his wife, or one of his female relatives committing 
adultery with somebody and kills, wounds, or injures one or both of them 
shall be exempt from penalty. 

2. He who surprises his wife, or one of his female ascendants or descendants 
or sisters with another man in an unlawful bed, and he kills, wounds or 
injures one or both of them, shall be eligible for a reduction of penalty.  

The original law, which was established in 1960, (Abu-Odeh 1996) 

requires a male observer of a female in a sexually compromising situation 

for this Article to be implemented. The law has also adopted most of its 

language from the Syrian and Lebanese Penal Codes (2004, p. 274). The 
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original article provides a reduction of penalty to male perpetrators only. 

Article 340 does not encompass or condone the word honour, however 

because of its wording the Article suggests that it is discriminatory in 

nature. Nanes (2003b, p. 118) stresses this point when she states that 

‘Article 340 has been applied only once in 35 years that it has been part 

of Jordanian law’. Warrick (2005b, p. 327) adds that ‘for much of the 

country’s history, Article 340 was rarely if ever used in the Courts’. These 

two authors suggest that the mere fact that Jordan has such a law 

implies that it is justifiable for men to commit crimes in the name of 

honour. It will later be demonstrated how this law was amended in 2002 

and the controversies in Jordan that followed its amendment. 

Even though it can be argued that Article 340 of the Jordanian criminal 

code is directly linked to crimes committed in the name of honour, 

perpetrators mostly rely on Article 98 of the criminal code for their 

reduction of penalty. This Article states: 

He who commits a crime in a fit of fury caused by an unrighteous and dangerous 
act on the part of the victim benefits from a reduction of penalty.  

The current Jordanian Penal System classifies murder in a three-tier 

classification system. Murder in Jordan is classified as first-degree murder, 

second-degree murder or manslaughter. The articles that codify these 

crimes are Articles 326 through to 329 of the Jordanian Criminal Code. 

For Article 98 to be implemented, it needs to be used alongside one of 

the articles covering murder. For this article to be implemented, the 

accused will initially be charged with murder, as stated under Articles 

326 and 328. The main criterion for implementing this article is 

determining the time period in which the accused attacked the alleged 

victim, since the Jordanian legal system differentiates between 

premeditated murder and murder that occurred as a result of 

provocation. Article 98 is always implemented alongside Article 328 and 
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Article 326, in order to argue that the accused attacked out of 

provocation on the part of the victim. Abu Hassan (2005, p. 204) explains 

that ‘according to the Court of Cassation, the fit of fury should have a 

severe impact on the accused, leading in that moment to him being 

deprived of any sense of perception, as well as of self-restraint, and thus 

becoming incapable of controlling himself’. She explains: 

[The] importance of determining the time period stems from the fact that the court 
differentiates between premeditated murder and murder resulting from a fit of 
fury, since the two cannot go together. Premeditated murder requires calm 
thinking and deliberation coupled with a period of time for that calm thinking to 
settle as well as a premeditated intent to commit the crime. 

In stating the above, however, the Jordanian Legal System did not 

always apply Article 98 under the circumstances in which the court 

applies it today. Nesheiwat (2004, p. 276) explains this: 

Prior to 1964, the Jordanian Court of Cassation (JCC) held that nothing less than 
a minor case of self-defense could be construed as “wrongful and dangerous act” 
on the part of the victim to justify the application of Article 98. Historically, the 
court held a woman’s dishonourable action, or even her illegitimate pregnancy 
did not amount to a case of wrongful and dangerous act against the male. In 
1964, however, the JCC reversed its position and held the applicability of Article 
98 to Honor Crimes, arguing it complements Article 340. The JCC held that if the 
high standard required by Article 340 is not established the court can look to 
Article 98 for mitigating factors and reduction of punishment.  

In building upon the above argument, Abu-Odeh (1996, p. 158) states: 

The Jordanian Court of Cassation (JCC) did not always apply Article 98 to killings 
of honour. In fact, between 1953 and 1965 (perhaps even before then, but there 
is no way of knowing for certain because of the lack of criminal case reporting 
until then) the JCC strongly resisted this idea. During this period, while there is 
not a single case in which Article 340 was applied, we find many cases in which 
the JCC argues against the application of Article 98. 

Literature and media sources do not go into any detail about why this 

radical change took place. However, through the available literature 
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one can suggest that the term ‘honour’ in Jordan, and the way it is 

defined within the family, has always existed. However, one can argue 

that due to the legal changes, it may have added meaning in justifying 

crimes committed in the name of honour. Abu-Odeh (1996, p. 159) 

explains: 

In 1964, however, the Court’s resistance seems to have suffered a backlash. In 
that year it arrived at a decision that overturned its previous position by 
conceding the applicability of Article 98 to killings of honour, thus paving the way 
to a body of Court decisions that have defined the parameters of the crime of 
honour until our present day.  

This is a vital turning point in the legal history of Jordan. Even though the 

Jordanian Legal System claims that it does not recognise ‘honour crimes’ 

as such, those unarguably dramatic changes redefined the notion of 

honour by giving justification to men in committing a crime in the name 

of honour. Nesheiwat (2004, p. 277) explains the implications of these 

changes: 

The post-1964 decision allowed the interpretation of Article 98 to include the 
application of mitigating factors to crimes of passion committed under fury 
resulting from wrongful and dangerous acts. Under the post-1964 standard, such 
acts consist of anything from the victim’s illegitimate pregnancy to walking alone 
at night, which could be regarded as an unjust aggression on the family’s honor. 
Therefore, according to the JCC, the defendant benefits from a reduction of 
penalty if he kills a female family member in a fit of fury resulting from acts that 
can be interpreted as wrongful and dangerous under Article 98.  

Thus far, I have provided a brief background of the articles which relate 

to crimes committed in the name of honour. I have provided an 

understanding of how these articles are used and implemented within 

the Jordanian Criminal Court. In the next section of this chapter I 

demonstrate how laws surrounding honour crimes have been amended 

since the mid-1990s. I also provide evidence as to how the law is 

implemented and how its decision is justified legally and socially 

according to the legal and societal dimensions. I explain how the 
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concept of honour has become prevalent in dealing with murders of 

women. In undertaking this analysis, I am relying on the work of several 

earlier researchers, including key scholars such as Abu-Hassan and 

Welchamn (2005), Abu-Odeh (1996), Arnold (2001) and Husseini (2009) 

and Nanes (Nanes 2003b) who have written on the legal aspect of 

crimes of honour as well as civil movements in Jordan as they relate to 

these crimes. I particularly rely on Husseini’s (2009) research and insights 

into honour killings in Jordan as she documents a most comprehensive 

chronological order of events which took place in Jordan post 1999. 

3.2.1 Changing Legal History and pushing for change 

Social and human rights awareness started intensifying in Jordan in 1996, 

following the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. 

According to Abu Hassan, the conference ‘helped stimulate the 

creation of an environment where sensitive issues of women’s legal 

status and equality before the law were discussed and challenged. 

People began to realize that violence against women exists as a social 

problem’. In 1993, journalist Rana Husseini started documenting all 

honour crimes as part of her work for the Jordan Times. Her work led to 

her receiving several humanitarian awards, including The Reebok Human 

Rights Award. According to Nanes (2003), it was this award that 

prompted international media interest and brought the attention of CNN 

to the issue of honour crimes in Jordan. CNN produced a 15-minute 

segment on honour crimes in Jordan and broadcasted it around the 

world. Husseini’s work was also a pivotal point for Jordanian media as it 

was rare that Jordanian newspapers would report on these crimes. Until 

Husseini started documenting them, and reporting every honour crime 

when she started working at the Jordan Times, the subject was 

considered taboo. Her work turned an issue considered socially taboo 

into an issue that caught the attention of the Jordanian and 

international communities.  
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As a result of the increased attention, a civil society campaign was set 

up known as the National Jordanian Campaign to Eliminate So-Called 

Crimes of Honour (Husseini 2009). The campaign was established in 1999 

and placed immense pressure on the government to amend laws 

surrounding honour crimes (Husseini 2009; Nanes 2003a). The most 

affluent families in Jordan, as well as the King, supported this campaign. 

The campaign formed a committee of educated men and women, and 

together, they decided to start implementing societal change; they 

collectively decided the best way to do so was to target the laws that 

surround these crimes. In her book, Husseini (2009, p. 32) explains what 

the group set out to do: 

We decided that one of the best means to fight the status quo was to organize a 
nation-wide campaign to collect people’s signatures and present it to Parliament. 
The aim was to collect fifty thousand signatures; if we could present this many 
signatures to Parliament, then the issue would have to be debated. This would be 
the first petition of its kind in the history of the Kingdom – it was not a popular 
thing to do.  

One of the group members, Asma Khader, who is the Chair of the group 

and a powerful lawyer and human rights advocate, suggested the 

campaign target Article 340 of the Penal code. Some of the group 

members did not agree with this arguing that Article 340 was seldom 

used and that Article 98 was the Article that should be targeted. Husseini 

(2009, p. 33) explains: 

Khader argued that Article 340, which was a specific article, was the better target 
because it was so specific. Article 98 was general and it would be difficult to 
make amendments to it since it was applied in many other criminal matters. Her 
opinion was that amending Article 340 would be the first strategic move that 
would eventually lead to the elimination of all of the laws that discriminated 
against women in Jordan, including Article 98.  

After the group made this decision they all started collecting signatures 

from the general public and within their social circles. The group also 

approached members of the public at cafes, restaurants and public 
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meeting places, evoking public discussion on honour crimes, which was 

the start of change relating to this topic in Jordan. The Jordanian Royal 

pamily was also against crimes committed in the name of honour and 

provided its complete support to the campaign. It was during this time 

that other Arabic newspapers started writing about the issue, and it 

became clear that some political groups were against any sort of reform 

of legal amendments of Article 98 and 340.  

The group collected about 15,000 signatures which were presented to 

the Parliament, and Article 340 was to be debated in Parliament 

(Husseini 2009). Even though King Abdullah and his elected Upper House 

approved of eliminating Article 340, on the 21 November 1999, the 

amendment was heavily rejected by the Lower House of Parliament 

(Husseini 2009). A sweeping majority of deputies of the Lower House 

rejected any change to Article 340 of the Jordanian Criminal Code 

(Husseini 2009). Some members of the Lower House explained that by 

amending Article 340, the Jordanian parliament was succumbing to 

Western traditions and morality and it was the parliament’s way of giving 

women in Jordan the green light to stray. Nesheiwat (2003a, p. 119) 

explains: 

The blockage of remedial legislation runs counter to the fact that Jordan is 
considered the most liberal Arabic country, with a social progressive executive 
branch and a high level of education among women. Conservative forces 
repeatedly defeat amendments to Article 340 and assert that honour killings are 
linked to, or supported by, the Islamic religion. Although untrue, misinterpretation 
of the Islamic faith among Arab citizens is a primary misconception that 
perpetuates honour killings. In addition, proponents of honour killings argue that 
advocates of amending Article 340 are influenced by western nations who seek 
to corrupt traditional morals.  

Shortly after the initial rejection, a protest march was held on 14 February 

2000, led by Prince Ali of Jordan and many ordinary citizens (Husseini 

2009). Five thousand protestors marched to Parliament and voiced their 
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disapproval of keeping Article 340 part of the Jordanian Criminal Code 

(Husseini 2009).  

In 2001, according to Warrick (2005a, p. 328): 

Article 340 was amended by the government. The first clause, providing for 
exculpatory excuses, was cancelled, the second was retained, and a new clause 
was added providing that a wife who surprises her husband committing adultery 
may also benefit from a mitigating excuse. As the discussion above suggests, 
these changes may have little effect in the actual exercise of the law, as the 
article is virtually never used in criminal proceedings, and there is little 
expectation that the amendment will produce changes. 

It is notable that the initial amendment of Article 340 was made in the 

form of a temporary law. Government passes temporary laws when 

Parliament is out of session, and those laws are made permanent when 

they re-convene. In Jordan, for a law to be passed, both houses of 

parliament need to agree upon the law and it will then be passed with 

the King’s approval. Warrick (2005a, p. 328) explains that: 

The tactic of ‘temporary laws’ is generally used by the government to overcome 
parliamentary opposition to its plans and is seen as an authoritarian element of 
the Jordanian political system. Its use on this issue reflects both the opposition of 
parliament to changing the law, and the possibly growing determination of the 
regime to settle what has become a thorny issue of political debate. The course 
of that debate, from its inception to the recent changes in law, provides a 
valuable perspective on political contestation, culture and law in a developing 
system.  

Evident from this description is that government can pass temporary laws 

surrounding sensitive topics in the absence of Parliament.  

The Law was finally amended in 2002 and an additional clause was 

added to Article 340. This legal change precipitated open dialogue 

about the issue of honour crimes in Jordan and opinions were voiced 

(Nanes 2003a). The next pivotal change occurred in 2009 as a result of 

these ongoing public debates (Nanes 2003a). A specialised tribunal of 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

102 

judges was allocated to deal with crimes committed in the name of 

honour. These judges were specially trained, and it became evident that 

harsh sentences were being passed without the frequent leniency that 

had occurred previously. The minimum sentence that a perpetrator 

received in 2009 was 15 years; however, with the perpetrator’s family 

dropping their personal rights the sentence was halved to 7.5 years. One 

of the important discussions in Parliament at the time of the rejection of 

amendments to Article 340 in 2000 involved accusations that  

‘malpractice among the judiciary played a significant part in increasing 

the number of honor crimes’ (Ruane 2000, p. 1558). Statistically, this did 

not make a difference as nineteen honour crime cases were reported in 

2009. However, it was a message to the public that honour crimes had 

become a legal matter, as well as a legal obligation, and the allocated 

judges would demonstrate no leniency to the perpetrators.  

Another legal amendment occurred in 2010 to Article 98. Article 345 was 

added to the Code, which complemented Article 98 and states that 

Article 98 will not be implemented if the victim of the crime is a woman 

of any age or a child under 15 years of age. This was a positive move in 

Jordanian legal history and women groups stated that this article was 

put in place to protect women there.  

Even though the legal system in Jordan has been steadily progressing 

and changing, honour-killing statistics do not provide evidence that this 

has changed public opinion on those crimes and the incidence of their 

occurrence. Obtaining reliable honour-crime statistics in Jordan is 

problematic because authorities do not usually keep detailed records of 

the cases, and some of the murders go un-reported or the killings of the 

females are staged as suicides.  Arnold (2001, p. 1343) explains: 

Currently, Jordan has the highest rate of honor killings in the world. Honor killings 
comprise approximately fifty-five percent of all documented crimes against 
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women and one-quarter of all homicides. Many more honor killings occur, 
however, due to a lack of comprehensive reporting, the private nature of honor 
killings, and its widespread social acceptance.  

It has been difficult to obtain reliable statistics of the number of honour 

killings which have occurred in Jordan due to the lack of reporting of 

such killings. As a result, I have chosen to depend on the statistics that 

Rana Husseini collected as she covered every honour killing case that 

appeared in the Jordanian courts. Husseini provided me with her 

unpublished paper containing comprehensive statistics on all reported 

honour killings between 2000 and 2011. The following is a table 

representing those figures:  

Table 3-1:  Incidents of Honour Killings Between 2000 and 2011 

Year # of honour killings 

2000 21 
2001 19 
2002 22 
2003 18 
2004 20 
2005 19 
2006 17 
2007 19 
2008 18 
2009 22 
2010 14 
2011 18 

 

The above statistics suggest that the rate of honour killings has remained 

steady in Jordan since the instigation of legal change in 2002.  

This chapter has provided an historical understanding of the formation of 

Jordan as a Kingdom; explained how Jordan’s history offers a rich and 

diverse society; provided an historical background to the inception of 

the Jordanian Criminal Code; and described how the code relates to 
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crimes committed in the name of honour. Chapter Four will provide the 

methodological and epistemological underpinning of my research and 

will provide a theoretical framework for the project. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted for this 

study, the context surrounding the nature of the research and the steps 

taken to collect the required material. I provide an account of how the 

research question arose and explain the epistemological context 

guiding the investigation. This chapter also outlines the theoretical 

perspective informing the research, the data collection methods that 

were used and the analytical tools used for data analysis.  

The topic of crimes committed in the name of honour is vast and 

complex. My interest in this topic arose out of a lifetime of advocating for 

human rights and gender equality. Having experienced the Jordanian 

way of life, I had developed an understanding of the complexity of the 

culture and the contentious issues facing Jordanian people today. 

Honour crimes have always been at the forefront of such issues, and 

there has been global interest by the media in this matter. Coverage of 

honour crimes has been extensive; however, academic research on 

crimes committed in the name of honour is limited. Lack of scholarly 

literature on honour killings in Jordan was the driving force behind my 

decision to take on this topic and contribute to the pool of knowledge 

regarding such crimes committed in Jordan. 

The primary research questions are: 

1. What factors explain the incidence and continuation of honour 

killings in Jordan? 

2. How might an understanding of the causes and continuation of 

honour killings in Jordan aid in developing opportunities for policy and 
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legislation changes that might reduce and eventually eradicate honour 

killings there? 

In his book, The Foundations of Social Research, Michael Crotty (1998, p. 

2) proposes four questions which should guide any qualitative research 

project. They are: 

What methods do we propose to use? 

• What methodology governs our choice and use of methods? 

• What theoretical perspective lies behind the methodology in 
question? 

• What epistemology informs the theoretical perspective? 

Building on the above, Crotty (1998, p. 13) clarifies social research as an 

hierarchical process of interconnecting ‘elements’ that ‘inform one 

another’. He explains that one generally starts with a ‘real life issue’, or a 

problem or a question or set of questions. These, he argues, need to 

inform the aims and objectives as well as the strategy to be used for 

obtaining the data that will enable answers to be found to the questions 

that are asked. Crucial in this process is the fit between the question, the 

approach, the epistemology and the methodology. 

Using this simple but coherent approach to research planning, I start with 

positioning the research theoretically and epistemologically. 

4.1 Positioning the research:  

I chose to adopt a qualitative approach to my research because it is 

exploratory and, importantly, I wanted and needed to explore how 

people understood issues such as honour, identity, culture and family. 

There are numerous authors who testify to the value of qualitative 
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research when one is exploring matters of social significance (Silverman 

2010; Punch 2005; Bryman & Burgess 1999; Flick 2008; Denzin & Lincoln 

2005b).   

Crotty (1998, p. 3), amongst others, highlights the value of qualitative 

research by asserting it generally deals with “real life issues” and 

“problems that need to be solved.” An important component of my 

research is to suggest solutions to the very important problem of honour 

killings. Additionally, I adopted a qualitative approach because the 

methods used within such an approach possess the level of sensitivity 

that is required to capture the multiple views of human beings – a 

requirement at the core of this research. Charmaz (2006, p. 14) describes 

the advantages of qualitative methods: 

Qualitative researchers have one great advantage over our quantitative 
colleagues. We can add new pieces to the research puzzle or conjure entire new 
puzzles – while we gather data – and that can even occur late in the analysis.  

In a very early publication, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 18) provide 

compelling arguments for the use of qualitative research, highlighting 

that they are particularly useful in analysing structural conditions in 

society and learning about normative behaviour and social patterns and 

systems. Importantly, for this research these authors also emphasise ‘the 

elements of sociological theory are often found best’ using such an 

approach (1967, p. 18). Conducting a qualitative study always involves 

researchers engaging as fully as possible with the understandings and 

lived experiences of the participants involved – another crucial 

requirement in as sensitive an issue as honour killings. 

4.2 Epistemology 

Within the qualitative paradigm I adopted an epistemological approach 

to this research that is subjectivist and constructivist.  Subjectivism is an 
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epistemological position that asserts all knowledge is mediated by an 

individual’s perspective. Although a subjectivist may agree there are 

some ‘facts’ that are independently knowable, e.g. gender, time, 

location, they would assert we can only know these things from a point 

of the distinction and position of our own point of view. Even if we can 

collectively agree about shared views, we always start with what we see 

from our own point of view (Andersen 1999; Atkinson 1993). Interestingly, 

Crotty (1998: p. 43) defines subjectivism as the epistemological view that 

‘meanings are created out of whole cloth and simply imposed upon 

reality’. 

In a similar vein, constructivism asserts that we cannot discover what 

things mean objectively, but instead that we construct meanings as we 

interact with the world around us. In other words, we create meanings 

on the basis of our experiences – subjectively - and then impose on them 

a reality.  Constructivists do not accept what objectivists or realists 

believe, that is, that realities exist and have fixed meanings that we can 

discover: that reality exists always and everywhere as something to be 

discovered by our senses (Bickman & Rog 1998; Blaikie 2000). 

 

  A leading qualitative scholar, Creswell (2013, p. 20), provides the 

connection between these approaches thus: 

Therefore, subjective evidence is assembled based on individual views. This is 
how knowledge is known – through the subjective views and experiences of 
people.  

From the start of research planning it was apparent that for this research 

to be possible and the aims achieved, a close relationship would have 

to be developed with my research participants. In order for me to gain 

as much information as possible from any participants they would need 

to feel safe and able to talk frankly. I would need to collect highly 
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sensitive, highly emotional subjective data which I would then need to 

analyse with equal sensitivity. In order to analyse such data it was clear I 

would need to adopt a social constructionist stance. 

Grbich (2007, p. 8) usefully explains this stance and its rationale. She 

explains that in the absence of objective knowledge, we must 

appreciate that ‘reality’ is both “socially and societally embedded” as 

well as existing in our own thoughts. She asserts that this reality is 

constantly changing and in research is “constructed jointly” in the 

relationship and interactions between the researcher and her/his 

research participants. Importantly, she also explains that the knowledge 

that is gained, whilst being subjective, is constructed around cultural 

signs and symbols that are recognisable but that may be presented and 

represented differently by different people. 

Crotty (1998, p. 8) adds an additional dimension to Grbich’s description 

of the rationale for social constructionism, explaining that meaning in 

social research emerges as constructions are made in the interaction 

between people. He observes the importance of acknowledging that 

different people may construct meaning differently “even in relations to 

the same phenomenon” and it is the role of the researcher to 

honourably represent these meanings in ways that represent a 

trustworthy analysis or, to use the term of Kincheloe and McLaren, ‘a 

bricolage’ (2005, p. 304). 

In summary, in the constructivist viewpoint that is adopted in this 

research I have accepted that truth, or meaning, comes into existence 

in and out of our engagement with the realities in our world. Meaning is 

not discovered but constructed. And in undertaking this research I would 

be exploring multiple perspectives and the ‘meaning making’ of people 

who had much experience in the world of honour killings.   
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Whilst I do not adopt a ‘pure’ critical theorist position, a critical 

perspective also informs the theoretical approach to this study. This 

theoretical approach goes hand in hand with the epistemological 

choice described.  In keeping with the main motivation behind this 

research - to investigate a real life problem (with significant political 

ramifications) and to identify possible solutions - a critical theory 

perspective was adopted. Critical theory represents one pathway in the 

western tradition in social sciences and is associated with the Frankfurt 

School, a special independent institute of research which was affiliated 

with the University of Frankfurt (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2000). The members 

of the Frankfurt school perceived the task of social science as one that 

clarifies the relationship between apparently given, empirical social 

conditions and the historical and social contexts from which they 

developed and from which they are recreated and in time, changed 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg 2000, p. 112). Critical Theory is associated with 

theorists such as Habermas, Marcuse and Fromm.  

Critical theorists adopt multiple nuances in their approach to critical 

theory but all would see that matters such as power, social, political, 

economic, ethnic and gender issues shape and create social conditions 

and political responses. They are clear that as researchers we cannot 

separate ourselves from what influences the social arena and they are 

clear that if social structures are to change then these critical factors 

need to be addressed. As Schensul (2012, p. 77) so eloquently states, 

‘critical researchers believe that social and political structures shape and 

hold power over the lives of individuals, creating various types of 

disparities’. Critical researchers pay attention to structural determinants 

and matters in their research and are interested in how these factors 

differently affect people who live in real communities.   
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Essential to critical theory is the understanding of the link between the 

political and the personal. A critical theory approach enabled me to 

understand and construct meaning around how political institutions 

affect and influence lives. For the purposes of this study, I adopted a 

critical theory approach because crimes committed in the name of 

honour greatly affect the lives of those affected by them and are 

unarguably both deeply emotional and deeply political (Feldner 2000). 

These crimes are political because the state has a role to play in relaying 

and communicating an understanding of the policies which surround 

them and the meaning it gives to the crimes. They are profoundly 

personal because those who perpetrate them and those who are 

victims of them are always related and each is involved in a highly 

emotional construction of meaning about the event. Critical theory has 

been adopted for this research in order to assist in understanding the 

meaning of honour and honour crimes and therefore create meaning 

and knowledge from this process. 

Crotty (1998, p. 159) describes the relevance of critical theory in a way 

that highlights its utility to my research: 

The spirit of social critique, as we have seen, expresses itself in many ways. 
Through all this diversity, however, critical inquiry remains a form of praxis – a 
search for knowledge, to be sure, but always emancipatory knowledge, 
knowledge in the context of action and the search for freedom. It is in this mood 
of critical reflection on social reality in readiness to take action for change that 
critical researchers come to the tasks of human inquiry. 

As I set about researching an issue of such significance as honour killing – 

an act and a crime that has been described as seminal to many 

people’s identities (Abu-Odeh 1996), it was very apparent that this would 

require a critical analysis that would help me to understand the very way 

that Jordanian society constructs itself at an emotional, social and 

political level.  
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4.3 Methodology 

In this section I identify the processes and tools used to collect the data.  

Although I had some broad knowledge of the subject of honour killings, it 

was limited to dialogue about the topic with peers or the media when I 

lived in Jordan. Even in this context, the topic was a taboo one and so 

‘knowledge’ was vague, idiosyncratic and politically sensitive. Although I 

was clear from the outset the only way I was going to obtain clarity was 

via open interviews, the full process of selection of an overall 

methodological approach unfolded with time. I was influenced by 

Patton’s (2002) understanding of optimum qualitative research, whereby 

he stipulates that ‘qualitative findings grow out of three kinds of data 

collection: (1) in-depth, open-ended interviews; (2) direct observation; 

and (3) written documents’. I did not use participant observation but did 

use a multi-method approach based on the constructivist epistemology 

identified above. In so doing, I utilised two methods of data gathering, 

being in-depth-interviews and document analysis. 

 
In using a multi-method approach using unstructured and in-depth 

interviews, as well as undertaking an analysis of documents of actual 

court proceedings from the Criminal Court in Jordan, I decided to use in-

depth interviews to collect my data. This was partly because of the 

sensitive nature of the topic and also due to the lack of previous 

academic research conducted in Jordan. I gained access to many 

participants who were keen to share their thoughts and knowledge 

about the topic and who were likely to respond well to an invitation to 

share their opinions and ideas rather than respond to a closed 

questionnaire.   



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

113 

4.4 Interviews 

For the purpose of this research project, I chose to conduct interviews 

with key players by adopting an unstructured, in-depth interview format 

so that I could gain participants’ opinions, thoughts, feelings and analysis 

surrounding the topic of honour killings in Jordan. Interviews provide an 

intimate, yet controlled space for individuals to share information and 

discuss ideas (Patton 1990). Patton explains that (2002, p. 4) ‘interviews 

yield direct quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, 

feelings, and knowledge’. Through human interaction, one can learn 

and gain new knowledge that can prove to be pivotal in uncovering 

new understanding of an area that is not deeply theorised. 

Authors such as Devereux and Hoddinott (1993, p. 30) describe in-depth 

or unstructured interviews as ones in which there is ‘no formal 

questionnaire”. Rather, there is “a series of topics’ that are raised as a 

series of prompts or even more formally ‘from a checklist”. These can be 

discussed in any order that works for the interviewee and interviewer and 

in any way that “seems natural’. The main argument for using such a 

method is that the interviewer can engage with participants in ways that 

encourages them to talk and enlarge on topics about which they know 

a lot with the goal of eliciting as much rich information as possible. These 

are not possibilities in fully structured interviews or with formal 

questionnaires. 

Charmaz (2006, p. 26) is another scholar who endorses the utility of in-

depth interviewing in qualitative research.  She suggests that the in-

depth nature of such interviews enables one to gain an understanding of 

the unique interpretation of participants. This is particularly important 

when participants are heavily immersed in issues and are likely to have 

highly nuanced ways of understanding because of their experiences. It is 

only in this way of interviewing that participants are able to ‘describe 
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and reflect their experiences in ways that seldom occur in everyday life’. 

And it is only in this way, and with a respect for deep listening and 

sensitivity, that interviewers can pay attention to nuance and encourage 

people to clarify their understandings. Charmaz (2006, p. 26) suggests a 

particularly useful method for conducting such interviews by starting with 

open-ended questions and then narrowing them down as a method of 

focusing and inviting more detailed discussion.   She suggests that by 

starting with open-ended questions one can encourage new ideas and 

‘unanticipated statements and stories’ By this means, she argues, the 

interviewer balances a totally narrative approach with a focus on 

significance that is co-created. 

Punch (2008, p. 172) adds another dimension to the endorsing of in-

depth interviews explaining their utility in ‘producing rich and valuable 

data. He observes that successful in-depth interviews have the qualities 

of ‘a prolonged and intimate conversation’. He also issues a warning – 

that skills in such interviewing requires ‘specific training’ and should not 

be assumed to be amongst the competencies of all researchers – even 

social researchers. 

In order to get the rich data I needed to understand honour killings from 

multiple perspectives, I needed to interview a range of people: 

professionals who have an understanding of the topic over a two-year 

period. 

4.5 Key Players and Interview Questions 

There are key players in Jordan who are involved in the area of social 

policy surrounding honour killings. I collected their names through key 

contacts I had in Jordan, and also through conducting an extensive 

literature search. I kept a list of all the key lawyers, parliamentarians, 

academics and journalists. I also followed the Jordanian media closely 
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and kept a record of all the official names that were mentioned. Prior to 

departing to Jordan to undertake the interviews, I made contact with an 

award-winning journalist who has covered most of the crimes committed 

in the name of honour in Jordan and had recently published an 

autobiographical work about her career as a human rights reporter. She 

agreed to work with me and had put me in contact with key 

participants over the two-year period. I worked with her as I recognised 

her expertise in this topic and together we sampled the key participants. 

Punch (2008, p. 187) explains the importance of such sampling: 

Sampling is as important in qualitative research as it is in quantitative research: 
as noted earlier, we cannot study everyone everywhere doing everything. 
Sampling decisions are required not only about which people to interview or 
which events to observe, but also about settings and processes. 

I worked with this journalist closely on sampling key figures, as she has 

been working on this subject for a long time and is aware of the few 

individuals in Jordan who are knowledgeable about honour crimes.  

In taking this approach to locating interviewees I also adopted the 

snowballing technique. This is an approach whereby a sample of 

participants is enlisted by asking other participants and experts about 

whether they know anyone who could contribute to the research. The 

idea is to gain as broad and rich a variety of views and perspectives by 

interviewing as diverse a population as possible.  Patton (2002, p. 237) 

explains this as ‘an approach for locating information-rich key informants 

or critical cases’. He states that the process starts with asking well-suited 

people: who knows a lot about _____? who it might be useful to talk to.  

As more and more people are added to the list of possible interviewees 

or participants, the snowball grows. In this way the researcher can keep 

expanding the list to engage with more diversity, for instance by asking 

‘Do you know anyone who might think very differently to you’? Patton 

also explains that ‘ a few key names may be mentioned repeatedly. 
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Those people or events, recommended as valuable by a number of 

different informants, take on special importance’. He highlights that the 

chain of potential informants or interviewees both diverges and 

converges and that the sample is ‘saturated’ once the data or 

information that is shared no longer is bringing up new issues. The 

snowballing technique was implemented throughout the two-year 

period and when new informants were identified they were invited to be 

interviewed. All who were invited to participate in the research agreed 

to be interviewed. To obtain these new informants to the journalist and 

several other key participants who all then assisted me, I used Patton’s 

above question, that is, ‘who knows a lot about honour killings, and who 

should I talk to?’.  

Interviews were conducted in Jordan in 2009 and 2010. Most of the 

interviews were conducted in Arabic, apart from two that were 

conducted in English. I presented the participants with two documents 

prior to the commencement of the interview. One document – the 

Information Sheet - detailed the nature of the study, and the other was 

the Consent Form (Appendices 1 and 2).  

Unstructured, in-depth interviews were conducted with thirty participants 

over the two-year period. Since the interviews were unstructured, there 

was no time line for how long each interview would take. Dependent on 

the participant’s availability, some interviews were conducted in 45 

minutes, while others took three hours. The interviews, most of which were 

conducted at the participant’s work place, were, for the most part, 

relaxed and relatively informal. The questions asked were mostly open 

ended, as part of an effort to maintain engagement with the 

participants and to make them feel comfortable.  
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The style of questioning depended on the pace of the interview and the 

knowledge of the participant. Participants covered a broad range of 

professions, and so had various and different disciplinary perspectives on 

the research topic. This required that I, as a researcher using unstructured 

interviews, should let them have the opportunity to speak on particular 

matters of interest to them. As explained earlier, the subject matter of this 

research is considered to be sensitive and even taboo. Many 

participants commented that the interview provided them with what 

they called a rare opportunity to speak out about the issue of honour 

killings in Jordan. The questions ranged from legal, political, cultural and 

sociological spheres, For example, if the participant was from the legal 

profession, the interview would mostly be based on laws surrounding 

crimes of honour and social policy. Some of the participants were calm, 

objective and neutral in their responses; however, other participants 

were more emotional in their support of, or opposition to, the practice of 

honour killings.  

Interviews commenced with an open-ended question, asking the 

participant to relay their thoughts about the notion of what honour 

meant within the context of Jordanian society. In most interviews the 

same opening question was used, which was, ‘How can you define 

honour?’ This question proved to be a solid opener/prompt as it helped 

me start to understand the perspective of the participant in regard to 

the research topic. I used a number of prompts and invited the 

participants to elaborate in any way they wanted. These prompts were 

as follows: 

• Can you define ‘honour’ to me? 

• How is ‘honour’ defined in Jordan? 
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• What is the difference between political honour and individual 
honour?  

• How would you define an honourable person? 

In 2009 I conducted 15 interviews. In 2010 I conducted a further 15 

interviews with 15 respondents. The participants ranged from mid-20s to 

early 70s in age. Several participants were interviewed twice – once in 

2009 and once in 2010. This was because they were key figures in regard 

to the topic and the research project expanded with the insights I 

developed during the interviews. I decided to interview some of the 

participants again in 2010 to augment the interview material obtained in 

2009.  

In summary, these research participants were individuals engaged in 

legal, academic, political, medical, human rights or journalistic 

professions. They were purposively selected, but also using the snowball 

sampling technique. Importantly, their anonymity had to be carefully 

protected as Jordan is a small country and those who speak out about 

crimes committed in the name of honour can be relatively easily 

identified.  

In order to maintain anonymity and confidentiality of the research 

participants, I devised a naming system that identifies them, their gender 

and the year they were interviewed. The first person interviewed in 2009 if 

female was called F1 (09); the second (male) was M2 (09). Those 

interviewed in both 2009 and 2010 hold the same gender and identity 

number, but have an asterisk(*) following the years in which they were 

interviewed to identify that they have been interviewed twice. The 

number for the participant remains the same. 

This identification process was used for the NVivo data entry and so 

participants were de-identified from the start of recording. I also 
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recorded all the interviews on a digital recorder, and the participants 

were de-identified at the end of this process as well.  

Below are two tables that demonstrate the coded names, their 

profession and their gender. Table 4-1 represents the participants who 

were interviewed in 2009 and table 4-2 represents the participants who 

were interviewed in 2010. 

Table 4-1:  2009 Participants  

# Participant 
Alias 

Profession Gender 

1 M1(09)* Criminal Lawyer M 
2 F2(09)* Parliamentarian and Lawyer F 
3 M3(09)* Judge M 
4 F4(09) Writer and Journalist F 
5 F5(09) Human Rights Activist/Lawyer F 
6 F6(09) Forensic Doctor F 
7 M7(09) Judge M 
8 M8(09) Political researcher M 
9 F9(09) Junior Lawyer F 
10 F10(09) Human rights Lawyer F 
11 F11(09) Judge F 
12 M12(09) Police Sergeant/Judge M 
13 F13(09) Criminal Lawyer F 
14 F14(09) Lawyer and Director of Women’s 

Union 
F 

15 F15(09) Criminal Defense Lawyer F 
 
The table below represents participants interviewed in 2010. As 

explained, the first four participants are the same individuals who were 

also interviewed in 2009.  

Table 4-2:  2010 Participants 

# Participant 
Alias 

Profession Gender 

1 M1(10)* Criminal Lawyer M 
2 F2(10)* Parliamentarian and Lawyer F 
3 M3(10)* Judge M 
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# Participant 
Alias 

Profession Gender 

4 F4(10)* Writer and Journalist F 
5 M5(10) Academic M 
6 F6(10) Academic F 
7 M7(10) Political Analyst & Writer M 
8 M8(10) Legal Researcher M 
9 F9(10) Legal Researcher F 
10 F10(10) Journalist F 
11 M11(10) Head of Jordanian Criminal Court M 
12 M12(10) Academic M 
13 M13(10) Ex Parliamentarian and Lawyer M 
14 M14(10) Forensic Doctor M 
15 M15(10) Prosecutor M 
 
These tables summarise the list of research participants who took part of 

the interviews I conducted in 2009 and 2010. Under ‘Alias code’ are the 

names that are used for identifying them throughout this dissertation. 

These code names have been totally de-identified and so no qualifying 

or demographic details are provided because such material could lead 

to these public figures being identified. Whilst referencing the views of 

the informants I use the number of the interview/participant and the 

year, for example: (Interview 15/2010).  

 4.6 Court Cases as Primary Documents  

The second part of my data involved court cases from Jordan’s Criminal 

Court. These cases were ones that solely dealt with ‘honour’ and murder 

committed in the name of honour. An employee of the Jordanian 

Criminal Courts randomly selected the court cases as I did not have 

clearance to enter the archive room. He was authorised by a senior of 

the court to provide me with a selection of court cases. This did not give 

me choice over document selection, but I was then provided with a 

large number of criminal cases specifically relating to crimes committed 

in the name of honour in Jordan.  
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A total of fifty-four cases ranging from 1993 to 2010 were handed to me 

over 2009 and 2010. However, after carefully going through each of 

them individually, I found I was only able to use thirty of the cases 

because the remaining twenty-four cases were missing vital information 

about the individuals involved and the details of the Court proceedings. 

Furthermore, those twenty-three cases did not contain detailed 

narratives when compared with the thirty-one that could be used. I 

devised a table which included all of the common elements that the 

thirty one cases shared and I was therefore able to formulate a better 

understanding of the complexities that surround these crimes. The 

method of analysis for these court cases is addressed in more detail in 

Chapter Six.  

4.7 Analysis 

A grounded theory approach to data analysis was adopted using NVivo 

to discern the major themes and grounded theory to analyze the data in 

more depth.  

The utility of this approach is described in the following way by Charmaz 

(2006 p. 15): 

Grounded theory serves as a way to learn about the worlds we study and a 
method for developing theories to understand them. In the classic grounded 
theory works, Glaser and Strauss talk about discovering theory as emerging from 
data separate from the scientific observer. Unlike their position, I assume that 
neither data nor theories are discovered. Rather, we are part of the world we 
study and the data we collect. We construct our grounded theories through our 
past and present involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and 
research practices. 

I adopted Charmaz’s overarching approach to grounded theory. Like 

other grounded theorists who analyse data, she does not separate the 

researcher from their data. These scholars argue that when the 

researcher is intimately involved with the research as, most constructivist 
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researchers are, the ‘researcher is part of the study and his/her views are 

intrinsic to the way theory is constructed’ Charmaz (2006, p. 15). In being 

so involved, researchers make assumptions, pursue ideas, and interpret 

ideas in the presence of the participant and afterwards. This requires 

researchers to be endlessly reflexive and to be both trustworthy and 

transparent in their interpretation and analysis of the data. 

The main aim of using a grounded theory approach is for the researcher 

to enter the participant’s world, understand it through their eyes and 

enrich the description through the interpretation and analysis that the 

researcher can provide. This approach enabled me to critically reflect 

on the raw data with the objective of remaining neutral. 

Analysis of the data collected occurred in several stages. As mentioned 

earlier, my data were in the form of text and interviews. I used the 

software NVivo 9, which is designed to aid researchers with the creation 

of codes and categories in order to categorise, analyse and code all my 

interviews. I adopted this technique as it is one of the main analytical 

tools used for analysing data in accordance with the grounded theory 

approach. Since most of the interviews were in Arabic, the first stage of 

analysis was to translate all the interviews from Arabic to English. This was 

a time consuming process, but one that allowed me to listen to the 

interviews several times and draw upon main themes and significant 

points.  

Once all the interviews were translated I entered all the data into NVivo. 

I created two folders that showed in what year the interview was 

conducted, and all participants were given a different name. I then 

generated main themes in accordance with what my participants were 

stating, and under these main themes were several categories. I 

continued to code the data under the created headings and this 
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process was repeated over several stages until the data were thoroughly 

reviewed and three main themes evolved. Those main themes are 

honour, law and society. These three themes provide the headings and 

substance for each chapter with sub-themes emerging. Those sub-

themes are explored in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight.  

I analysed the information contained in the interviews using a critical 

theory approach, and then adopted a grounded theory approach to 

enable me to identify themes and sub themes. This analytical process 

was conducted over several stages until data was saturated. 

Although the main aim of a grounded theory approach is for the 

researcher to enter the participant’s world, understand it through their 

eyes and enrich the description through the interpretation and analysis 

that the researcher can provide, the task is more difficult to achieve 

when part of the data is textual. The latter data, as Charmaz (2006, p. 35) 

suggests, are only partially shaped by the researchers as the researchers 

obtain it from other sources. Charmaz explains how she divides ‘texts’ 

into two different forms and the differential utility of these two forms: 

Elicited texts involve research participants in producing written data in response 
to a researcher’s request and thus offer a means of generating data. Extant texts 
consist of varied documents that the researcher has no hand in shaping. 
Researchers treat extant documents as data to address their research questions 
although these texts were produced for other-often very different-purposes. 

I identify the data analysis of the court cases as one relating to extant 

texts. For the purpose of this study, I had to take apart the information 

contained within the documents and represent it in a form that is 

manageable and relevant to the study. I interrogated and analysed all 

the cases that were given to me in 2009 and 2010. These ranged from 

1993 to 2010. To manage and analyse the data, I devised a table by 

dividing the cases into categories that would aid me in analysing the text 
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and what it represents. I devised the table by spreading the information 

contained in the original text under the following headings: 

• Case code 

• Year of court’s investigation 

• Perpetrator’s name 

• Perpetrator’s age 

• Perpetrator’s suburb 

• Perpetrator’s occupation 

• Perpetrator’s religion 

• Victim’s name 

• Victim’s age 

• Victim’s relationship to the perpetrator 

• Victim’s marital status 

• Victim’s work background 

• Initial court charge 

• Details of crime committed 

• Court procedure and investigation 

• Defence and court reasoning for sentence given 

• Legal implementation and judicial decision 

• Punishment and Article of criminal code used 
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• Court sentence in months/years 

• My notes on the cases/observations and interpretations 

The above headings were created in an Excel spreadsheet as a way of 

making the data within the documents manageable. The analysis of the 

court cases was conducted over several stages, which is parallel to the 

requirements of a grounded theory approach. Some of the court cases 

comprised more than 200 pages, and over several stages the scope and 

direction of this study became clearer making the analysis of the text 

easier. The above themes were chosen and implemented as they 

enabled me to summarise the information contained in the documents, 

making it manageable to analyse. Charmaz (2006, p. 38) explains that 

some researchers explore the weaknesses of such data to frame their 

arguments. She explains that context is pivotal when one is analysing 

data and ensuring that meaning is not lost is an integral part of every 

research project. 

I have used the texts to try to tell a story. The way in which I have written 

Chapter Five, which presents information on the court cases, has 

enabled me to provide a description of each one. As a result, it paints a 

holistic picture of the court event as well as of the legal proceedings. In 

doing so, it demonstrates the system that operates within the Jordanian 

Criminal Courts, as well as the way the law is being implemented. The 

textual description also draws a demographic picture of the people who 

commit crimes, the victims, their backgrounds and, at the same time it 

shows gaps and problems in the way the text is recorded. In doing so, it 

complements Charmaz’s (2006, p. 39) argument where she puts forward 

that, ‘texts are products. The processes that shape them may be 

ambiguous, invisible, and, perhaps, unknowable. A close investigation of 

the text helps you to study it’.  
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I found a lot of gaps in the information contained within these texts.  They 

are gaps that I am unable to fill or understand easily as the cases were 

written by someone else and interpreted by someone unknown to me. 

Therefore, I have used the data by fragmenting it and studying it in a 

way that will hopefully complement the analysis of the in-depth 

interviews. In regard to textual grounded theory analysis, Charmaz (2006, 

p. 40) further explains that: 

Most grounded theorists would start with the content of the texts. I also address 
their structure and relationship between structure and content. Grounded theories 
of textual material can address form as well as content, audiences as well as 
authors, and production of the text as well as presentation of it.  

By using a grounded theory approach I aimed to extract the weaknesses 

and the loopholes presented in the textual data and use my interpretive 

analysis of the in-depth interviews to enable the textual data to guide 

me in a better and clearer direction. This analysis is presented in Chapter 

Five, and provides evidence of the gaps and ambiguities that exist in the 

legal and judicial system which, in turn, provides a background for the 

information for Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine – each of which 

commences with a diagram of relevant themes elicited via NVivo. 

4.8 Ethical Considerations 

Careful and lengthy consideration was given to ethical issues 

surrounding this study. All parties took the sensitivity of the topic into 

consideration, including the Ethics Committee at The University of 

Western Australia. A formal application was submitted to the Human 

Research Ethics Committee of the University, and with several 

amendments, the application was later approved. The University’s Code 

of Ethics was applied and presented in the information sheet and a 

consent form was presented to all participants. I was also entering 

familiar cultural grounds, as my knowledge of Jordanian culture helped 
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me to be sensitive and ethically considerate to all participants. It is 

important to note that the identities of all participants remain stored in 

safety at The University of Western Australia, and are only known to 

myself for the purpose of this research project. 

Data collected from participants had to be translated from Arabic to 

English. I was aware that this might impact the quality of messages 

contained in the data as the translation process would require 

interpretations in some of the meanings that were being translated. 

Based on this information, I decided that I would translate all of the 

interviews and court documents myself because of the sensitivity of the 

topic and for the protection of my participants’ identities. This was a 

challenging and lengthy process, but one that was conducted with 

utmost care and every effort was made to translate the words based on 

the exact meaning portrayed in the original interview. Several scholars 

have written on conducting qualitative research in a language other 

than English and how meaning can be lost. Van Nes et. al. (2010) explain 

that language differences may have consequences because concepts 

in one language may be understood differently in another language. 

They emphasise that this is particularly relevant to qualitative research 

because it works with words, and language is central in all phases 

ranging from data collection to analysis and representation of the 

textual data in the final product. They also add that language is a two-

way process; it is used to express meaning, but the other way round, 

language influences how meaning is constructed. I have been mindful 

of this throughout the process and dealt with the data accordingly. I 

used professional legal and Arabic dictionaries which aided me in 

capturing the context of what was being said by my research 

participants.  
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Furthermore, in a number of the interviews, the participants’ opinions 

were well expressed, honest, free and often personal; hence it is 

important to stress that this study was able to go beyond the superficial 

and socially prescribed responses, and that the research methodology 

enabled me, as researcher, to do so. Participants’ personal opinions and 

objectives are what this research project is built on. However, it is 

important to stipulate that the researcher had to exercise a careful and 

distant objective, as my personal thoughts and opinions were not the 

primary focus of this research. This is an integral part of adopting the way 

of thinking that is prescribed by critical theory. However, it was often 

difficult to remain unbiased and distant, taking into consideration my 

cultural knowledge of the topic and its sensitivity.  

I have also been mindful of the ethical considerations and contentious 

arguments surrounding the insider vs outsider perspective. In my case, I 

have been both insider and outsider. I have been an outsider 

conducting research in a country that I am familiar with, can speak its 

language, and am aware of its culture, norms and traditions in. Merriam 

et. al. (2001, p. 411) stipulate that it has: 

Commonly been assumed that being an insider means easy access. The ability 
to ask more meaningful questions and read non-verbal cues, and most 
importantly be able to project a more truthful, authentic understanding of the 
culture under study. 

Bishop (2005, p. 111) argues that ‘on the other hand, of course, there are 

concerns that insiders are inherently biased, or that they are too close to 

the culture to ask critical questions’.  

Some may argue that I was an insider conducting research on familiar 

grounds. However, as a researcher, I have been mindful and aware of 

those issues and have conducted my research in a way where I worked 

hard not to get over involved. Furthermore, being an insider has given 
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me strong credibility to infiltrate a society of knowledge which is still 

considered taboo and highly sensitive without allowing this to 

compromise my independence as a researcher. I feel that risks towards 

this project have been lessened because of the awareness I had of 

Jordanian culture and tradition, as well as an appreciation for the high 

sensitivity surrounding this topic of research.  

4.9 Summary 

In this chapter I have detailed my epistemological approach and 

methodology. In the next chapter, I will provide a summary and a 

chronology of the court cases that I collected in Jordan.  
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Chapter 5: Capturing Voices – An Insight Into Six 

Honour Killing Cases in Jordan 

The primary aim of this chapter is to focus on the people involved in 

these cases - to bring them and their stories to life, so to speak. This 

chapter provides an intimate knowledge of crimes committed in the 

name of honour through the voices of the perpetrators, their families and 

their legal representatives. This chapter is the first of four that address and 

analyse the findings of the research. I provide an examination of the 30 

honour killing court documents sourced in Jordan during 2009 and 2010, 

plus a general demographic breakdown of those cases. I then present 

six selected cases – in three of which Article 98 was implemented and in 

three where this Article was rejected – and present them in a narrative 

form. In presenting these I specifically highlight two areas: the language 

used in court by all involved parties; and how honour appears to be 

justified in the eyes of the law, as well as in the eyes of the offenders and 

their families. The prevalence of the notion of honour in court 

deliberations and how judges and defence lawyers speak of honour is 

also discussed.  

As discussed in Chapter Four, because I was not permitted inside the 

archive section of the Criminal Court of Jordan, an employee of the 

Court randomly selected and provided photocopies of a total of 54 

cases on two separate occasions (2009 and 2010). Cases spanning 1993-

2010 were randomly selected from all cases involving crimes committed 

in the name of honour in Jordan during that period. The material was 

originally presented in Arabic; however, I translated it into English for the 

purpose of this chapter. At the beginning of this chapter I provide two 

tables in which I categorise the cases in order to facilitate an 

understanding of the demography of both the offenders and victims.   
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This chapter also provides a backdrop and reference point for the next 

three chapters where the data from interviews with participants are 

presented and analysed. Note that the crux of this chapter is centred on 

Article 98 of the Jordanian Criminal Code. To reiterate, Article 98 of the 

Jordanian Criminal Code states (Abu Hassan & Welchman 2005, p. 204): 

Whoever commits a crime in a state of extreme rage resulting from an unrightful 
and dangerous act on the part of the victim shall benefit from the 
mitigating/extenuating excuse. 

5.1 A Brief Demographic Presentation of the 30 Cases 

The following table provides detailed profiles of the offenders and the 

victims, as well as the relationship between the offender and the victim. 

The table also shows the charges brought against each offender and 

when the honour crime was committed. 
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Table 5-1:  A Summary of reviewed court cases 

Case Year Age of 
accused 

Suburb of 
accused 

Occupation of 
accused 

Religion 
of 
accused  

Victim age Rel of victim to 
the accused 

Victim's marital 
status Initial court charge 

1 1993 39 Anjarah Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Wife Was married to 
offender 

Initially the perpetrator was charged 
with murder under Article 327 and 
for possession of a firearm under 
the firearms law 

2 2008 67 Al Ramtha Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Daughter Not stated Initial charge was of murder under 
Article 328 of the criminal code and 
for possession of a firearm.  

 3 2004 42 Sweileh Musician Muslim 18 Daughter not stated Initial charge (before legal 
investigation) was one of murder 
under Article 326 of the Jordanian 
Penal Code  

4 2007 52 Al 
Husseinieh  

Not stated Muslim 22 Daughter Not stated First degree murder and possession 
of an unregistered firearm  

5 2005 63 and 
37 

Al Mafriq Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Daughter and 
Sister 

Not stated Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code 

6 2008 70 Al Shouneh Not working Muslim 26 Daughter Not married Murder l under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code and 
possession of an unregistered 
firearm. 

7 2005 25 and 
23 

Sweileh Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Married Initial charges were murder, abortion 
and carrying a sharp weapon 

8 2007 24 Ma'an Plumber Muslim Not 
stated 

Brother Not stated Initial charges were murder and 
possession of a sharp weapon. 

9 2002 19 Hussein 
Refugee 
Camp 

Not working Muslim 21 Brother Not married Initial charge was murder under 
Article 328 of the Jordanian Criminal 
Code 

10 2004 32 and 
25 

Al Baq'a Not Stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sisters Not stated Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code 
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Case Year Age of 
accused 

Suburb of 
accused 

Occupation of 
accused 

Religion 
of 
accused  

Victim age Rel of victim to 
the accused 

Victim's marital 
status Initial court charge 

11 2000 28 Karak Coffee 
Merchant 

Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Not stated Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code 

12 2005 34 Kafanjarah  Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Not stated Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code but the 
accused successfully appealed in 
2006.  

13 2001 75 Ajloun Farmer Muslim Not 
stated 

Daughter Married Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal code.  

14 2001 21 Aqaba Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Divorced Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal code. 
Possession of an unregistered fire-
arm and abortion. 

15 2007 33 Irbid Taxi Driver Muslim 28 Sister Married Murder under Article 328 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code, 
possession of an unregistered fire-
arm, and drunken behaviour.  

16 2008 22 and 
25 

Katarneh Police man 
and truck 
driver 

Muslim Not 
stated 

Cousins 
(maternal 
side) 

Was about to 
get married 

Pre-meditated murder as stated in 
Article 328 of the Jordanian Criminal 
code; possession of a sharp and 
dangerous weapon; and threats  

17 1999 29 Salt Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Married Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian criminal code 
and possession of an unregistered 
firearm. 

18 2004 38 Sweimeh Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Not married Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal Code.  

19 2004 26 Zarqa Store 
manager 

Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Not married Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal Code, 
forced abortion according to Article 
335 and possession of a sharp 
weapon.  
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Case Year Age of 
accused 

Suburb of 
accused 

Occupation of 
accused 

Religion 
of 
accused  

Victim age Rel of victim to 
the accused 

Victim's marital 
status Initial court charge 

20 2008 28 Smooy Painter Muslim Not 
stated 

Wife Married to 
Accused 

Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal Code.  

21 2005 55 Shouneh Labourer Muslim Not 
stated 

Daughter Married  Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian criminal code, 
and possession of an unregistered 
firearm. 

22 2008 37 Ajloun Driver Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister Married by 
force 

Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal code; 
possession of an unregistered 
firearm 

23 2009 48 and 
17 

Aqaba Not stated Muslim Not 
Stated 

Sister and 
Aunt 

Married Murder under Article 326 of the 
Jordanian Criminal Code, but this 
charge was later dropped.  

24 2010 23,57,25 
and 54  

Al Hussein 
Refugee 
Camp 

Main 
accused 
works in 
retail 

Muslim Not 
stated 

Sister of the 
main 
accused, and 
daughter 

Married Initial charge was pre-meditated 
murder as stated under Article 328 
of the Jordanian Criminal Code 

25 2004 66, 36 
and 50 

Al Ramtha Not stated Muslim Not 
stated 

Daughter, 
sister and 
daughter in 
law 

Widowed Initial charge was pre-meditated 
murder for both first and second 
accused as stated under Article 328 
of the Jordanian Criminal Code, and 
rape for the third accused.  

26 2009 61 Ein Al 
Basha 

Unemployed Muslim 17 Daughter Not married Initial charge was pre-meditated 
murder as stated under Article 328 
of the Jordanian Criminal Code and 
possession of an unregistered 
firearm. 

27 2008 20 Jarash Labourer Muslim 16 Sister Married Initial court charge was pre-
meditated murder under Article 328 
of the Jordanian Criminal Code and 
possession of a dangerous weapon. 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

135 

Case Year Age of 
accused 

Suburb of 
accused 

Occupation of 
accused 

Religion 
of 
accused  

Victim age Rel of victim to 
the accused 

Victim's marital 
status Initial court charge 

28 2009 19 Al Jeeza Farmer Muslim 9 Half-sister Child Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal code, 
and rape of a minor as stated in 
Article 296 of the Jordanian criminal 
code. 

29 2010 27 Jarash Not stated Muslim 21 Sister Married Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal code, 
abortion and possession of a sharp 
weapon 

30 2005 36 Al Ruseifeh Not working Muslim Not 
stated 

Wife Married Pre-meditated murder under Article 
328 of the Jordanian Criminal Code, 
threats, possession of a firearm, and 
possession of a sharp weapon.  
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The cases provided relate to crimes committed between 1993 and 2010, 

but the number of cases provided for each year varied and do not 

represent a year-by-year sample. For example, one case was provided 

from 1993 while the next case provided was in 1999. Therefore, I have no 

comparative material between 1995 and 1998. The highest number of 

cases provided was from 2008, with six honour killing crimes. The lack of 

control over the choice of the above court cases limits the extent at 

which data can be analysed. The offenders were aged between 17 and 

75 years of age, with the majority being below the age of 30 years. There 

were three offenders below the age of 20 and 15 offenders in the 20 to 

30 year age group.  

5.2 Residence of the Offenders 

The suburb in which the offender lived is an important category as it 

provides some capacity to contextualise the social background of 

perpetrators. In Jordan, people of similar background and social status 

tend to live in identifiable suburbs, as illustrated in the above table. For 

example, there are suburbs only inhabited by families with tribal ties. 

Refugees, Christians, poor or rich, inhabit other suburbs. The Jordanian 

population is comprised of Armenians, Circadians, Jordanians, Jordanian 

Bedouins, Palestinians who gained citizenship and Palestinians who still 

live in refugee camps. Islam and Christianity are the two main religions. 

The society is highly structured in regard to poverty and affluence. The 

affluent and middle class families tend to live in the western suburbs of 

the capital, Amman. The further one travels from Amman, the lower the 

value of land and housing and the cheaper the cost of living. The suburb 

the offender is from can also be relevant to his occupation. The further 

the families live away from the city the more likely they are to be 

occupied in manual work or farming. The educated and well-off mostly 

live in Amman, as occupation in Jordan is interconnected with a family’s 

economic and social standing. To gain a steady and well-regarded 
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occupation in Jordan one would need to complete university studies, 

which are expensive and not subsidised by the Jordanian government. 

None of the 30 crimes were committed by residents of the city of 

Amman. Men who lived in Palestinian refugee camps committed four 

crimes; two of the crimes took place in farming villages; four occurred in 

tribal suburbs and two were committed in the port city of Aqaba.  

The inclusion of the offenders’ places of residence, therefore, 

complements the descriptions of their occupations, although in 13 of the 

30 cases the offenders’ occupations were not stated. In the remaining 

cases, the offenders’ occupations fell within the ‘manual labour 

category’ work that does not require extensive education or specialised 

training. As in most cultures, jobs that fall under this category tend to be 

poorly paid. This could be a reflection of the societal level in which 

honour crimes occur. It could also be problematic in regard to the 

sample that I am working with as it is not large and, therefore it is difficult 

to say that between 1993 and 2010 there have not been crimes 

committed amongst the rich and the elite.  

Nevertheless, the results of a 2011 study conducted by the Information 

and Research Centre (IRC) of the King Hussein Foundation in Jordan 

found that there is a correlation between poverty and crimes committed 

in the name of honour (Mansur, Shteiwi & Murad 2009). However, a 

narrow and focused research cannot be guaranteed accurate because 

some honour crimes go unreported every year (Foundation 2011). What 

the demography of the above sample of 30 cases does highlight is that 

most of the crimes were committed in densely populated areas at a 

significant distance from Amman.  
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In the above table, all offenders were Muslim. This is not to say, however, 

that all honour killings happen in Muslim families, as 6% of the Jordanian 

population is Christian and honour values are as integral to those families 

as they are to Muslims. 

5.3 The Victims 

It is apparent from data collected from court files that minimal 

information was recorded about the victims. Indeed, in many cases 

even names and ages were not included. Whilst I refer to these women 

as ‘victims’, it is poignant to note that in court files there was no mention 

of the term ‘victim’. The women who were killed were referred to as 

‘marhouma’, which in Arabic means ‘the deceased’. There was minimal 

information revealed about the victims within the court cases in 

comparison to that revealed about the offenders. This made it difficult to 

have an holistic picture of the relation between the offender and the 

victim. Reasons why this may be the case will be discussed in Chapters 

Six, Seven and Eight. The age of victims, where stated, ranged between 

9 and 28 years; however in 21 cases the victims’ ages were not 

documented. In relation to the victims’ relationships to the offenders, 

one of the victims was the cousin of the offender, nine were the 

daughters of the offenders, sixteen were the sisters of the offenders, and 

two were married to the offenders. There was no information revealed in 

regards to the victims’ educational or occupational backgrounds.  

5.4 The Legal Aspect of the 30 Cases 

In Chapter Three, I observed that Jordan’s Criminal Court uses Articles 

326 and 328 for murder cases, especially if they are related to crimes 

committed in the name of honour. Articles 98 and 99, although not 

specifically relating to ‘honour’ within the legal context, are usually cited 

alongside Articles 326 and 328 if the accused aims to benefit from a 

reduction of penalty.  



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

139 

Furthermore, Article 340 of the Jordanian Criminal Code illustrates (Abu 

Hassan & Welchman 2005, p. 201): 

• He who surprises his wife or one of his [female] mahrams (‘unlawfuls’) in 
the act of committing unlawful sexual intercourse with somebody and kills, 
wounds or injures one or both of them, shall benefit from the 
exonerating/exempting excuse; 

• He who surprises his wife or one of his ascendents or descendents or 
siblings with another in an unlawful bed, and kills or wounds or injures one 
or both of them, shall benefit from the mitigating excuse. 

Article 99 relates to the family dropping their personal charges; therefore, 

even if the court does not reduce the offender’s sentence, they will still 

benefit from a reduction in penalty regardless because it is a crime 

committed within the family. Table 5-2 summarises all 30 cases, showing 

the year in which the crime occurred, the legal Article used to defend 

the accused, and the punishment the offender received.  

Table 5-2:  A Summary of Perpetrators’ Verdicts 

Case # Year Legal Article used Perpetrator’s punishment  

1 1993 Article 340  3 months imprisonment for possession of 
an unlawful firearm 

2 2008 Article 328 2 months imprisonment 

3 2004 Article 326 and 98 6 months imprisonment 

4 2007 Article 329 and 99 10 years imprisonment 

5 2005 Article 98 has been rejected 3 years imprisonment 

6 2008 Article 326 and 99 7.5 years imprisonment  

7 2005 Articles 326, 99 and 98 have 
been rejected by the Court 

7.5 years imprisonment  

8 2007 Article 326 and 98 1 year imprisonment  

9 2002 Article 326 and 98 1 year imprisonment  

10 2004 Articles 328 and 98 have been 
rejected 

10 Years imprisonment but has been 
appealed 

11 2000 Articles 328 and 98 have been 
rejected 

10 years imprisonment 

12 2005 Appeal Case – Article 98 1 year imprisonment 

13 2001 Article 326 and 98 6 months imprisonment  

14 2001 Article 326 and 98 1 year imprisonment  

15 2007 Articles 326 and 99. 98 were 
rejected 

7.5 years imprisonment 
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Case # Year Legal Article used Perpetrator’s punishment  

16 2008 Article 328 Death sentence 

17 1999 Article 326 and 98 3 months imprisonment  

18 2004 Article 326 and 98 6 months imprisonment 

19 2004 Article 326 and 98 4 months imprisonment 

20 2008 Article 326 and 98 6 months imprisonment 

21 2005 Article 326, 99 and 98 was 
rejected 

7.5 years imprisonment 

22 2008 Article 328, 99 and 98 was 
rejected 

10 years imprisonment 

23 2009 Article 328 and 99 7.5 years imprisonment  

24 2010 Article 326, 99 and 98 was 
rejected 

10 years imprisonment 

25 2004 Case dropped Case dropped 

26 2009 Article 326 and 99 10 years imprisonment  

27 2008 Article 326 and 99 7.5 years imprisonment 

28 2009 Article 328 and 99 Life imprisonment 

29 2010 Article 326 and 99 10 years imprisonment but currently under 
appeal (It occurred in 2010) 

30 2005 Article 328 and 98 has been 
rejected 

Death sentence but later appealed – 
outcome unknown 

 

This table presents the range of punishments handed down by the Judge 

and the Articles used to defend them. As previously noted, the 

Jordanian legislation was amended in 2009 and this is reflected in the 

above table as punishments have become harsher with the progression 

of time. It is apparent from this table that the punishments handed down 

to offenders in the years following the amendment of the Jordanian 

Criminal Code differ from those before the changes. For example, one 

can recognise that the punishment for crimes that occurred in 2009 and 

2010 was harsher than for crimes that occurred in earlier years. The 30 

cases represent only a fraction of all the honour crimes that occurred, or 

went to trial, during this time, although no data is available to assist in 

understanding whether the amendments in law, as discussed in Chapter 

Three had an impact on reducing the amount of honour crimes per year.  
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As shown in Chapter Three, 20 honour crimes reached the Criminal Court 

in 2009, while in 2010 there were 14 honour crimes. In 2011, there were 18 

honour crimes.  

In the next section, I examine the importance of the concept of honour 

in court proceedings and describe how it is used in defence of what are 

called honour crimes. I do so by choosing six of the above cases; in three 

of which Article 98 was implemented, and in the other three, Article 98 

was rejected by the court. In doing so I also outline the results of the 

discourse analysis of the case contents and justify the prevalence of the 

kind of language used in court. The quotes from the court proceedings 

will be identified with the case number according to the above table 

and the year of the court proceeding2. 

The six cases were chosen based on the quality of the data presented 

within them. As I have explained previously, some of the cases that were 

given to me had large sections missing. I have, therefore, had to 

construct a detailed table (table 5-1) to extract information that was 

equally represented amongst all of the cases. I did this because whilst I 

appreciate that the process may be limiting to the quality of the data, I 

utilised the information at hand and analysed it in a way that would 

narrow the contents of the data to those cases that contained the 

richest information.  The six cases are therefore based on court files that 

contained enough information for analysis. When I analysed the cases in 

detail it became evident that some information was not included in 

some cases, such as the defence statements and the detailed witness 

statements. Some of the cases were merely a summary of the court 

procedure, with the outcome of the case. However, other cases paint a 

detailed picture of what had occurred in the court, as well as portraying 

a clear analysis of the events surrounding the crime and the reasons 

                                            
2 This identification process was chosen to maintain anonymity, but the details may be made available to the examiners 
on request and with requiring their guaranteed confidentiality. 
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behind it. I have named each case after the victims concerned, as their 

voices and their stories have never been told in front of a court as seen 

through their eyes. Honouring their voices through identifying them is an 

important part of this thesis. 

5.5 Utilising Article 98 – Uses and Abuses 

For the purpose of this section, I have chosen Case 9, Case 12 and Case 

18 to examine and demonstrate how Article 98 was used in the trials of 

these men. I chose these particular cases as they made strong 

references to the importance of honour, reputation and culture, and 

they were among the few cases that contained detailed defence and 

witness statements. These three cases contain most of the family’s 

statements, whereas the other detailed cases contain the defence 

letters, but only part of the family’s testimonies. 

5.5.1 Case 9 – Su’ad 

This honour crime occurred in 2002 in the Hussein Refugee Camp. The 21-

year-old victim is the sister of the 19-year-old perpetrator. According to 

the legal document, the witnesses and the defence statements, it is 

stated that the victim, Su'ad, met her neighbour Mahmoud (who is one 

of the witnesses) and they had a relationship and she fell pregnant to 

him. When Su'ad started experiencing pain in her stomach she went to 

the Family Protection Unit and it was then that they notified her parents 

about her pregnancy. On 31 August 2002, the accused Ra'ed had 

arrived from the port city of Aqaba to the suburb where his parents lived. 

As he arrived near the house, the people in the street started shouting at 

him and saying ‘how can you walk here, you are the brother of a 

prostitute’. When he entered the house, he asked his parents why the 

boys were shouting that and his parents told him what had happened. 

According to the Court documents, when he confronted his sister she 
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told him that it was not his concern and that she was free to do what she 

desired with her self, her body and her life. The next morning, at about 

5:30am, the accused entered his sister's room and he choked her using a 

piece of string until she died. He then handed himself in and the 

investigation began. 

When the perpetrator was asked to testify he stated: 

When I confronted my sister and asked her whether she was pregnant, she 
answered me rudely and said that her vagina is her property and she can do as 
she wishes with it. I was enraged when she said this to me, and took a string and 
simply choked her. I killed my sister Su’ad because what she has done is 
something that God does not condone, and no one who has honour will accept 
his sister tarnishing his family’s reputation. My sister caused a scandal in our 
neighbourhood: she tarnished my reputation, and has dishonoured me (Case 
9/2002). 

The family testified in court as well; however, their statements were not as 

detailed as that of the perpetrator as transcribed above. It is not known 

whether this is true to the statements as they were given in court, or due 

to details not being included in the transcripts as I received them. They 

stated what had occurred; however, their personal opinions about the 

incident were not included. The court included the perpetrator’s 

testimony as he was the main person questioned. Furthermore, the 

perpetrator’s defence lawyer wrote a detailed letter to the Judge 

addressing the elements surrounding the case, and why he believed 

Article 98 should be implemented in this particular case. The lawyer’s 

letter stated: 

This case is a religious, social and a legal matter, since what the sister had done 
means that she deserves death as pregnancy out of wedlock is beyond any 
religious or moral reasoning. She also deserves what had happened to her, as 
what she has done is against our traditions and culture, therefore I request the 
court to consider and implement Article 98, as I am sure if your sister or daughter 
had committed such a sin, you would react in the same way (Case 9/2002). 
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In another letter to the court, the defence lawyer stated: 

This case can be summarised in the manner that Ra’ed left his family house to 
work in Aqaba, and while he was living in Aqaba, his sister Su’ad tarnished his 
reputation as well as the reputation of her family because she committed a 
shameful act, and an act that no one who is religious or is a man of honour will 
accept. She has committed adultery with Mahmoud, who has taken her virginity, 
she also committed this shameful act under her parent’s roof, and it is every 
man’s responsibility to protect his home and his family (Case 9/2002). 

The case notes contain the Judge’s decision in granting the offender 

one-year imprisonment. In his explanation, the Judge explains his 

decision thus: 

We justify that the accused was under a state of rage when his neighbours 
labelled him to be a brother of a prostitute. As a result, the court will charge him 
with murder and not pre-meditated murder because we recognise that his actions 
were a result of fury and rage, and therefore the court will implement Article 326 
of the Criminal Code. This legal implementation is a result of the court 
recognising that the victim has committed an act that has enraged the accused, 
as she has fallen pregnant out of wedlock and dishonoured the family and 
tarnished their reputation. All of those factors have caused the accused to lose 
control over his actions, and the court recognises that a man can act in this way 
when he feels dishonoured. As a result, those factors are enough for the court to 
decide to implement Article 98 alongside Article 326, whereby the accused will 
benefit from a reduction of penalty and the court decides that he is to be 
imprisoned for one year (Case 9/2002). 

5.5.2 Case 12 – Fatima 

This case was heard in the court twice, firstly in 2005, then in 2006. In the 

first trial it successfully appealed and the sentence handed down to the 

perpetrator was heavily reduced. In the second trial, Article 98 of the 

Criminal Code was implemented, further reducing the punishment to 

one-year imprisonment.  

It is alleged that in September 2004, the victim, Fatima, ran away from 

the family home and had a relationship with the witness Murad Badwan. 

The court file states she practised pre-marital sex with him and fell 
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pregnant. When the police knew this, the victim and the witness were 

forced to get married and she lived with him. After this occurred, several 

problems arose between Fatima and Murad, and she used to return to 

one of her brother's houses or to her parents’ house. On one occasion 

she stayed at her parents’ house for more than two weeks, and it was 

alleged that during this period she met with the accused on several 

occasions. It is also alleged that they were on good terms and that her 

relationship with her brothers became normal. On 10 September 2004, at 

around 9:00 pm in the evening, the accused saw his sister at the market 

and asked her what she was doing there at a late hour. She responded 

by saying ‘It is none of your concern, whether I sell myself, come and go, 

it is no one's concern what I do’. This is reported to have angered the 

accused and, as a result, he took out his unregistered gun and shot her 

five times, killing her. 

Initially, in 2005, the accused was sentenced to 7.5 years imprisonment as 

the lawyer’s request for the implementation of Article 98 had been 

rejected. However, in 2006, this case was appealed and was heard 

before a new Judge and a different court. As a result, Article 98 was 

implemented and agreed upon by all involved parties. The accused 

received one-year imprisonment when the final punishment was handed 

down.  

Furthermore, the accused’s defence lawyer presented a comprehensive 

letter to the court explaining why the accused should benefit from a 

reduction of penalty as stated under the provisions of Article 98. She 

states: 

The victim was a woman who lived in a small village, a village that is religious, 
and one that follows strict culture and tradition, like the rest of Jordan and the 
Arab world. In this part of the world, a man’s most prized possession is his 
honour, especially the honour of his sister which he lives and swears by. The 
victim knew how important it is for women to preserve their honour, yet she 
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committed the most shameful act, and attracted shame to her entire family. Her 
actions have also caused humiliation to her family. Furthermore, the shame and 
dishonour that she has brought the family caused them to disengage from the 
rest of the village and from society. They stopped engaging with people or even 
going down to the street or the shops, and no one should live like that (Case 
12/2005). 

The lawyer’s testimony and letter was accepted in court and was taken 

into consideration at the time of the appeal. Additionally, several 

members of the accused’s family testified. When the accused’s brother 

took the stand, he told the court:  

The accused is my brother, and the victim is my sister. My sister had an unlawful 
relationship whereby she got pregnant before marriage. Her actions have brought 
shame and dishonour to my entire family and me. Her actions have forced me to 
resign from my job, and we as a family were no longer able to engage with the 
rest of our community or even go to the local bakery to buy bread (Case 
12/2005). 

During the appeal procedure the presiding Judge justified the reasons 

why this case is to be appealed by stating that: 

What the victim has committed makes it feasible for the Court to understand the 
reason why the accused was enraged and angered, and therefore the factors for 
implementing Article 98 are in fact evident. The residents of the small town 
known as Kafanjarah are all aware of the victim’s reputation, and the victim has 
become the focus of gossip in that community. As a result, she has brought 
shame and dishonour to her family, and what she told her brother the night she 
was shot is enough evidence for the court to understand why the accused would 
be enraged. His anger has stemmed out of being shamed and dishonoured by 
his sister, and his masculinity was attacked when the victim spoke to him the way 
she did in the middle of the town, and in front of everyone. As a result, the court 
justifies that the accused will benefit from a reduction of penalty and therefore, 
Article 98 will be implemented (Case 12/2005). 

Several more witnesses took the stand. The accused’s defence lawyer 

instructed one of the family’s relatives to testify to the court. In his 

testimony, he explained: 
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I know the accused and his sister as they are my relatives. I know that the victim 
fell pregnant in an unlawful manner. Those actions have affected the family’s 
reputation and have attracted shame and dishonour to them (Case 12/2005). 

5.5.3 Case 18 – Jameela  

This crime occurred in the suburb of Sweimeh, which is located in the 

Jordan Valley, about forty minutes from the capital city of Amman. The 

area of Sweimeh is primarily inhabited by farmers and borders with the 

Dead Sea. The accused, Ahmad, is 38 years of age and the victim is his 

sister. Ahmad was initially charged with murder under Article 328 of the 

Jordanian Criminal Code. It is alleged that on 25 October 2003, at 

around 6:30pm, the accused visited his parents’ house where the victim 

resided as he had heard rumours that day that his sister was having a 

sexual relationship with someone and, as a result, had fallen pregnant 

out of wedlock. The accused was enraged. He questioned his sister 

about the rumours and she confirmed that they were true. He was further 

enraged and, as a result, he choked his sister using both of his hands, 

forced her on to the floor and continued choking her until she died. It 

was later found that the victim was 3 months pregnant and the foetus 

died as a result of the crime. 

The court found the accused did not plan the murder of his sister but that 

his actions were a result of him knowing about his sister's 'sinful' 

pregnancy, whereby he felt that the honour of his family had been 

threatened and, as a result, he had acted this way. The court also 

determined the factors surrounding Article 98 should be implemented in 

relation to this case and the accused should thus benefit from a 

reduction in penalty. Article 98 was implemented alongside Article 326 

and the accused was sentenced to imprisonment for a period of 6 

months.  
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During the court proceedings, in his statement to the court, the Presiding 

Judge put forward: 

This court finds that the actions of the accused can be sufficiently justified for 
Article 98 to be implemented alongside Article 326. When the accused 
discovered that his sister was pregnant out of wedlock, he lost control of his 
emotions, and was enraged, and as a result he choked her and killed her. The 
court can understand that since the accused has committed this crime under the 
influence of extreme rage and anger resulting from his knowledge of his sister’s 
pregnancy, then the court can justify implementing Article 98 of the Jordanian 
Criminal Code (Case 18/2004). 

The accused’s defence lawyer addressed a four-page letter to the 

Court. In the letter, he stated: 

In this letter, I would like you to forget that this is my voice, but instead it is the 
voice of the accused Ahmad. I want this letter to touch your hearts, and your way 
of implementing the law, as I know that you are wise men. I would like you to 
consider the reduction of sentence clause, as what the accused committed was 
out of extreme rage and anger. The accused is renowned for his good reputation 
and behaviour, and he has never committed a crime before this incident. The 
accused is still a young man who is married with four children, therefore I would 
like to ask for the court’s forgiveness. Furthermore, I would like to emphasise that 
what the accused has committed is purely a result if being dishonoured by his 
sister. When he learnt of her shameful pregnancy, he lost control over his 
actions, and this crime has occurred. The accused felt that his honour was 
attacked, as well as his integrity, and as a result he attacked his sister the 
moment he learnt of her pregnancy, which legally implies that the factors 
surrounding Article 98 can be implemented in this case (Case 18/2004).  

It can also be demonstrated how Article 99 is implemented. Since 

honour crimes are acts which closely involve the family, Cinthio and 

Ericsson (2006, p. 21) explain that: 

Another determinant in honour-related cases is the attitude of the victim’s family. 
A family that ignores the right to file a complaint offers the court the option to 
further halve the sentence. Since honour crimes by nature involve relatives, this 
is often the case. This is regulated in Article 99, in which perpetrators (or at least 
their accomplices) can affect the length of the punishment themselves. In 
addition, the time served awaiting trial is withdrawn from, or even commuted to 
the time served. 
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 In relation to the above quote and its impact, it should be noted that in 

this particular case the father of the offender testifies in relation to his son 

who is the accused. Even though Article 99 was not implemented in this 

case, since the accused received a reduction in sentence, nevertheless, 

the accused’s father testified in court and stated: 

On the night of the murder, my wife and I were sitting in front of our house, when 
my son, who lives in the same neighbourhood, came rushing into my house. 
Shortly after that, I heard my daughter screaming, and my wife and I rushed to 
where the noise came from. We found Jameela on the floor, and when I held her 
hand, it was evident that she had died. My son then informed me that the victim 
was unlawfully pregnant. I therefore do not have any complaint to make against 
my son, and I drop all of my personal rights against him (Case 18/2004).  

5.6 Rejecting Article 98 

In this section, I provide a synopsis of three cases where the application 

for using Article 98 was rejected by the Criminal Court. I have chosen 

cases 7, 11 and 26. It is, however, important to emphasise that only case 

11 contains detailed witness and defence lawyer statements. The 

remainder of the cases are presented in the form of a summary of the 

court proceedings making it difficult to contextualise the proceedings of 

the trial. This is, as I explained earlier in this chapter, due to the fact that 

some of the cases provided to me were missing important sections and 

information; therefore, I have had to piece the information together. 

5.6.1 Case 7 – Khadija 

The murder of Khadija occurred in 2005 and the perpetrators are 

brothers, Ra'ed and Sami aged 25 and 23 years of age respectively. The 

court case describes that the victim was married to the witness Jamal 

and they both lived in Aqaba. In September 2004, the victim told her 

husband that she was pregnant and he was bewildered as he stated 

that they had not had any sexual intercourse for the past six years. When 

he asked her as to whom the child belonged, she told him that it 
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belonged to 'Abu Jalal' who she used to work with. Her husband 

travelled to Amman and notified her family. As a result, her brothers 

came to Aqaba to understand the circumstances. On the evening of 

the 14 September 2004, Sami went to his sister's house and they stayed 

up talking. When her daughters went to bed, Sami asked his sister about 

the father of the child and she denied everything. He notified her that 

her husband wanted her to return to Amman. The next morning, the 

other brothe,r Ra'ed, came over. When Khadija went inside to make 

coffee, Ra'ed remembered how his sister had ‘misbehaved’ for the past 

20 years and felt he had to wash away the shame that she brought on 

the family. Ra’ed took a hammer that was placed on the cabinet and 

went to the bedroom where the victim was. He hit her on the head with 

the hammer, and when she fell to the floor he choked her with both of 

his hands. 

The defence asked for Article 98 to be implemented in relation to this 

case; however, the court rejected it and stated that the factors justifying 

the implementation of Article 98 were not present. The court stated that 

the brother Sami was innocent and his co-operation with the court had 

helped establish his innocence. It was also stated that being physically 

present at the crime scene was not an indication that he took part in the 

crime committed. Charges of abortion and possession of a sharp object 

were also dropped. Under Article 326 of the Jordanian Criminal code, 

Ra'ed was charged with murder and not with pre-meditated murder. He 

was initially sentenced to 15 years imprisonment; however, because of 

the 'dropping of personal charges' clause, his sentence was halved. 

During the trial several witnesses took the stand, including the victim’s 

husband Jamal. He stated: 

The victim is my wife, and both of the accused are her brothers. She informed me 
that she was pregnant and I was shocked as we have not had any intercourse for 
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the last six years. She used to leave the house regularly and come back at a very 
late hour. As a result of what had happened, I drop my personal rights against 
both of the accused (Case 7/2005). 

On the other hand, the victim’s other brother also testified in court. He 

put forward: 

I remember that my mother called me on the phone, she told me that my brother 
killed our sister, and Sami was shouting that they have washed the shame and 
dishonour from our family. My brother killed her because she had a bad 
reputation; she brought dishonour to the family. When we learnt about her 
pregnancy we were all angered (Case 7/2005).  

Ra’ed, the main accused, gave an account of what he had done by 

explaining the sequence of events. He later testified thus: 

My brothers did not know that I came over to Aqaba in order to kill my sister. Her 
reputation is bad, and she has caused my family a lot of trouble. My other sisters 
were getting divorced because of the shame that the victim has caused. She 
behaved badly for the past twenty years, no one would marry my sisters, and 
people did not want to come near us because she tarnished our family’s 
reputation (Case 7/2005). 

The Judge refused to implement Article 98 on the basis that the 

accused’s act was pre-meditated and was not a result of extreme rage 

and fury. 

5.6.2 Case 11 – Victim Un-named 

This crime occurred in December 1999 and went to court in 2000. The 

accused was 28 years of age and from the locality of Karak. The victim 

was his sister. The court notes reveal that in November 1999, the victim 

was subjected to a house fire where she was badly burned and was 

transferred to Al Bashir Hospital for treatment at the specialised burns 

unit. At the end of December of the same year, it was known that the 

victim was pregnant to an Egyptian man. When the accused went to 

Karak for Eid celebrations he spoke to his brothers about his sister's 
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pregnancy and they asked him to cover up the problem and not to 

resort to murder. The next day, the accused, accompanied by his 

mother, went to visit his sister at the hospital. He spoke to the victim in 

private and she confessed to him that she had been pregnant for three 

months and she started crying. He then left, dropped his mother off and 

went home where he asked his wife to leave with his child for the night. 

That night he stayed alone thinking until the morning about how he was 

going to handle this problem. The next day he went to the market in 

Ma'an and purchased a gun. He tried the gun before buying it and 

loaded it with five bullets. He then left Ma'an heading towards Amman 

and was at the hospital by lunchtime. He went to his sister's room where 

he pulled out his gun and shot at her five times. When she died, he knelt 

on the floor and shouted ‘thank God’.  The nurses then came and took 

him away until the police arrived. Based on the evidence and the 

witnesses statements, the court found that the accused did not act out 

of anger or rage, as he had time to think and plan this crime. When he 

learnt that his sister was pregnant in an unlawful and sinful way, it 

provoked him greatly and he had time to plan his attack.  

The court found that the idea of the murder was pre-meditated and not 

one that was initiated on the spot; therefore, Article 98 could not be 

implemented as he had time to purchase the gun and try it out as well. 

The judges in the court rejected Article 98 and, as a result, the accused 

was charged with murder as stated under Article 328 of the Jordanian 

Criminal Code. The court initially sentenced the accused to death by 

hanging; however, his father dropped his personal rights against him 

(under Article 99 of the Jordanian Criminal Code) and, as a result, his 

sentence was commuted to 10 years imprisonment. 

The presiding Judge rejected the lawyer’s request to implement Article 

98 of the Criminal Code. The Judge explained that the accused did not 
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act out of rage and fury, but had time to think and plan his murder as 

well as purchase a gun. Those factors do not fit with the elements 

needed to implement Article 98 of the Criminal Code.  

The defence lawyer, however, wrote a detailed letter to the Judge and 

the court indicating that: 

The victim fell pregnant in a shameful and an unlawful way, therefore her 
brother’s actions can be justified and explained that he had committed this crime 
out of extreme rage and anger. My client had no choice but to kill his sister, 
because the moment he found out that his sister was pregnant was the moment 
that the accused lost his honour. Society will not forgive a person without honour, 
and they will look at you with a shameful eye. My client also explained to me that 
he found out about her pregnancy on the day of the incident, where he lost 
control over his actions and his thoughts (Case 11/2000). 

The case notes did not contain the accused’s testimony as his testimony 

was not included in the defence lawyer’s letter to the court. The 

accused’s father dropped his personal rights against his son and, as a 

result, his sentence was reduced to 10 years imprisonment. 

5.6.3 Case 26 – Hanan 

This crime occurred in 2009. The accused, Mahmoud, is 61 years of age 

and is the father of the victim, Hanan, who is 17 years of age. It is alleged 

that the victim was kidnapped in July 2008 and was raped as well as 

beaten by her kidnappers. The victim was later found (not stated where 

and how) and a case against her kidnappers was formed at the court. In 

the meantime, the victim was admitted to the hospital in Salt. When 

released on 14 October 2008, she accompanied her father to court in 

regard to her case; however, the sitting was postponed to another date. 

When they returned home that day, the accused questioned his 

daughter's story in regards to her kidnapping and he believed that she 

knew her kidnapper and went along with them out of her own will. Built 

on these beliefs, he then shot his daughter six times until she died. The 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

154 

court, however, found that the accused did not pre-meditate the 

murder of his daughter; therefore, Article 326 is the correct Article to be 

implemented in this case. The defence lawyer also asked the court to 

implement Article 98; however, the court refused the request on the basis 

there was insufficient evidence to prove that what the victim had 

committed had placed the accused in a dangerous and compromising 

position. The accused was sentenced to 15 years imprisonment, as 

stated in article 326 of the Jordanian Criminal Code. However, due to 

the dropping of personal charges, as stated in Article 99, the accused 

will now serve 10 years imprisonment.  

Several people testified in court in regards to this case. One of the 

policemen who first encountered the accused testified that: 

I investigated what the accused had committed, and I took his statement. The 
accused voluntarily told me what happened, he was calm and I did not have to 
pressure him. He handed himself in to the authorities, and he also handed in his 
gun. It was all done voluntarily. During the investigation, the accused explained to 
me that he killed his daughter for reasons relating to honour. When I questioned 
him, he was calm and collected, however he was tired and emotionally 
exhausted (Case 26/2009). 

While investigating whether the crime did occur for reasons relating to 

honour, another police Sergeant testified: 

When our team of policemen went to collect samples from the crime scene, the 
kitchen in the house was crowded, and I could hear many people talking and 
chattering amongst themselves. On one instance I heard them saying that this 
crime took place for honour purposes, the victim having dishonoured the family 
(Case 26/2009).  

Since this case was processed in court in 2009, it was the first case where 

the Judge mentioned amendments to the Penal Code as part of the 

court proceedings. He explained: 
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This court finds that when amendments were made to Article 340 of the Criminal 
Code, the legislature stated that if one commits a crime in the name of honour as 
a result of witnessing his female relative, wife or descendant fornicating in the 
marital bed with another, then the court will consider those factors and as a result 
reduce the sentence. However, Article 98 does not necessarily relate to honour, 
and this Article is a general one. If the circumstances for implementing this Article 
are not present, then the Court will not implement Article 98, as the recent 
amendments to the law have made it more difficult to implement this Article 
(Case 26/2009). 

The accused received 15 years imprisonment; however, with the 

implementation of Article 99 his sentence was not halved but instead, 

reduced to 10 years imprisonment. Ten years is now the minimum 

imprisonment that a perpetrator will receive following the law being 

significantly amended in 2009. 

5.7 In Summary 

The above six cases involving complex testimonies and commentary by 

witnesses and lawmen during each of the court proceedings suggest a 

number of findings:  

1. Honour plays a significant role in the lives of people in Jordan and 

is interpreted as a principle that can drive some to commit 

atrocious crimes in order to protect their reputations (or honour).  

2. Amendments to the law have recognised the need to train judges 

and appoint a specialised tribunal with the purpose of 

implementing the law in a neutral and un-emotive manner.  

3. The incremental changes to penalties have been evident and 

significant since 1999. However, honour crime statistics indicate 

these changes have had little or no impact. As stated previously, 

there were 22 cases tried in court in 2009, 14 cases in 2010 and 18 

cases in 2011. Although the data I examined were limited, they 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

156 

suggest the rate of honour crimes is not reducing at the pace that 

might have been expected following the legislative amendments 

of the past two years. 

This chapter suggests that amendments to the law in Jordan have not 

provided a remedy to this major social problem, nor even provide a 

deterrent to ‘honour’ killings.  

In the next chapter I explore the views of research participants about 

crimes committed in the name of honour in Jordan. In doing so, I will 

refer back to some of the cases outlined in this chapter. 
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Chapter 6: Understanding ‘Honour’ Within the 

Jordanian Context 

This chapter, and the two that follow, outline the findings in relation to 

the interview data. These findings were derived from a thematic analysis 

of the data using NVivo, which identified the main concepts. Informed 

by the data, the three themes are built around notions within the 

definition of honour; the construction of law and its implementation 

surrounding honour cases, and finally, the impact of honour on the 

societal structure. I used a critical theory approach insofar as I extracted 

all responses from participants that spoke about gender, control, power, 

political structure or the criminal code. The three concepts of honour, 

law and society overlap with one another and are closely intertwined.  

Throughout this chapter, and the following ones, I highlight and privilege 

the voices of the people I interviewed and use the terms ‘informant’ and 

‘participant’ interchangeably. Even though, and as explained in 

Chapter Five, I gave my informants pseudonyms for recording purposes, I 

do not use these pseudonyms in the chapter because I have chosen to 

identify informants by their occupation instead. Although I identify the 

participants whom I quote by providing both an Interview number I 

always include an occupation descriptor within the text associated with 

the quote. I do this because it provides a stronger context for the quotes 

I use.  

In the first instance, this chapter deconstructs the honour code.   

As earlier illustrated in Chapter Two, many authors have explored the 

context of honour within a global arena (Abu-Odeh 1997; Araji & Carlson 

2001; Awwad 2001; Gill 2006b; Idriss & Abbas 2011). Some of these 

scholars have conceptualised honour within the framework of global 
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honour-based violence, whilst others have defined it within a societal or 

a familial framework. As previously discussed, the literature suggests there 

is a need to examine honour from a local rather than a global 

perspective. The following analysis contributes to a more localised view 

of honour within the Jordanian context as seen through the eyes of 

research participants. 

The concept of ‘honour’ is the pivotal one in my research. It is not 

surprising it emerged as a node in its own right. It sets a solid background 

for the remaining nodes as it provides an overview of the analytical 

framework that underlies how honour is understood and implemented in 

daily life by participant from a range of backgrounds. According to the 

data contained within the interviews, the sub-nodes are: 

• Definition of honour  

• Honour and family 

• Honour and Jordanian society 

• Honour within the culture and tradition of Jordan 

• Honour and men 

• Honour and women 

• Honour and chastity and virginity 

• Honour and virginity – societal perception as well as medical 

definition  

• Honour and shame – shame within the family 

 

Below is a snapshot of the section of the NVivo tree that deals with 

honour. The above sub-nodes were extracted from this tree, with each 

sub-node containing content which will be covered and examined in 

this chapter. 
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Figure 6-1:  Honour Tree Node 

 

 

Because of the overlapping ideas contained within the data in these 

nine sub-nodes, I aggregated them to formulate three key themes and 

all of these address the content of:  

• Family 

• Gender 

• Chasity and Virginity 

 

I have dedicated Chapter Eight to a discussion of the sub nodes of 

society and culture, as they are also major nodes in their own right.  

While ‘honour’ is a term that is deeply entrenched within a culture that 

has existed for thousands of years, there is little agreement as to the 

meaning of the term. Participants, therefore, defined honour according 

to their own personal backgrounds and upbringing. While I was going 

through the different definitions provided by research participants, I 

divided their voices into sections according to how they explained 

honour and classified definitions of honour, focusing on four separate but 

related concepts: 
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• Honour and gender 

• Honour and society 

• Honour and culture 

• Honour and family.  

The important point to note is that the term ‘honour’ is one that is strongly 

culturally defined and this is evident in the analysis presented in this 

chapter. It is highlighted in this statement by one of the research 

participants: 

For us, honour is not just in the behaviour of females. This may be some people’s 
understanding, but for example, for me, honour lies in keeping appointments and 
showing up on time, keeping your word, keeping your commitments, and bringing 
your children up in the best way you can. However, sex is part of this definition as 
a whole, but it is not everything. Once again, I repeat that it is a factor, but not the 
only factor. To really understand honour is to understand the composition of Arab 
society and the way it is built, to understand that it is a patriarchal society, and if 
you go back to any patriarchal society around the world, you will find that the 
definition and meaning of virginity is very important and very dominant. However, 
we need to focus on this society, and understand why honour is so important, not 
much has been done to explore that (Interview 5/2010).  

Whilst I was interested in exploring the way participants defined honour, 

and always started with this as an opening question (Question Prompts, 

Appendix 3), it is clear from the data that participants always defined 

honour within the context of one or other or all of the three themes 

named above. It is also clear that honour is a broad and contested term. 

It was nuanced by all participants in relation to their own personal 

experience, but accepted as a collective duty that ‘comes with the 

territory’ of being Jordanian/Palestinian. 

The two clear and coherent definitions given by one of the highly 

educated participants captures this collective element of honour: 

The issue of honour is one which is engrained in societal perspectives which are 
inherited through the generations: we all grow up with it. It’s the way society 
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views you and forces you to act in a certain manner; a manner that will not attract 
dishonour to you (Interview 15/2009). 

and: 

If society as a whole were to agree that women could start behaving ‘immorally’ 
then honour crimes would stop, but this will not happen in this society or in this 
part of the world. This society is not accepting of this, because of our traditions 
and culture, and the way we have been brought up. For this society to be 
completely reformed, it requires thousands of years… since something that takes 
thousands of years to evolve can only take thousands of years to diminish. 
However, the freedom that women have acquired in recent years has helped the 
number of honour killings to decrease slightly. The practice of honour crimes will 
remain in societies where a very close-knit group exists, and in societies that are 
strongly based on respect. It is hard to turn a blind eye to it, and yes, murder is a 
horrific avenue to resort to, but at times you have no other choice. At times, when 
societal pressure is huge, this behaviour becomes inevitable (Interview 15/2009).  

The way that participants describe and define honour, as seen in the 

comments above, creates the bridge between the ‘social’ and the 

‘political’ and as a result demonstrates how traditions and cultural beliefs 

impact on the political structure of institutions within societies. A leading 

female defence lawyer explains this link clearly as she states that 

‘honour’ becomes your means for survival. She also explains that honour 

defines you and your family, stating: 

Politics or Jordanian law will not stop honour crimes. The reason why those 
crimes occur has no relation to the law, they are actually two separate issues. 
Even if political structures change and the law becomes very strict, those crimes 
will not stop (Interview 15/2009). 

The bridge between the ‘social’ and the ‘political’ has, to some extent, 

been demonstrated in Chapter Five through the representation of the 

court cases and the views of those who were involved. In one case, 

dating back to 2003, a brother brutally killed his sister as she was 

pregnant out of wedlock. The accused received six-months 

imprisonment, and during court proceedings, the Judge stated: 
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I justify the murder of your sister in this case. The court finds that the accused did 
not plan the murder of his sister, and finds that his actions are ones symbolic of a 
man that is angry due to his sister’s ‘sinful’ pregnancy. Her actions threatened 
your family’s honour and it justifies why you did what you did (Case 18/2004). 

In highlighting this matter, one of the informants who is a defence lawyer 

explained: 

If someone swears at you, wouldn’t you get upset? If my sister went and slept 
with someone and fell pregnant, I will be very upset, in fact I will be enraged. My 
mind will not function properly. You see the pressure is so high from the society 
and the honour of the family will never be cleansed until she is killed (Interview 
15/2009). 

The fact that ‘honour’ is a term that is only defined by participants in 

relation to the cultural context in which it is embedded is one of the main 

issues that have emerged from the data. The aim, however, is to grasp 

an understanding of the meaning of honour in Jordanian society in 

general, and how the issue of such crimes might be tackled through a 

socio-political lens. In the next section, I address how the participants 

constructed the meaning of honour within the family and describe what 

this suggests about the broader society. 

6.1 Honour and Family 

As stated in previous chapters, Jordan’s family unit is based on strong 

and patriarchal ties which exist through the different familial dimensions 

within the country. It is almost as if the term ‘honour’ becomes a multi-

faceted notion which creeps into the lives and existence of all individuals 

and dominates the way they hold themselves within the familial sphere.  

The family unit in Jordan extends beyond the blood family, stemming 

from the tribal notion which has existed in the Middle East for centuries 

(Bin Muhammad 1999). Based on the fieldwork I conducted, ‘honour’ in 

the Jordanian context is a word which is used to define a family’s 
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standing within society, especially according to the way women act 

within the family. Therefore, the term ‘honour’ is exemplified in the way 

women hold themselves and act within a circumscribed sphere. One 

can argue, in the Jordanian case, that gender relations and differences 

have become integral to the formation of society and culture. This is 

because Jordan has been, historically, a tribal society and tribal culture 

has infiltrated mainstream culture through into current times. One of my 

research participants (interview 8/2009) explained that Jordanian 

people derive from an interconnected tribal society. A family’s vision, 

therefore, ‘extends to the whole family, and because the family is so 

connected, anything that affects the reputation of my sister or female 

relative deeply affects me, very deeply’. A research participant who has 

a strong tribal background and sense of belonging made this statement. 

Not all of the Jordanian population has a tribal heritage, as a large 

percentage of the population are Palestinians. However, the tribal 

influence is one which has infiltrated mainstream society and is 

reinforced by the effects of other Arab cultures (Antoun 2000; Bin 

Muhammad 1999). A prominent defence lawyer whom I interviewed in 

2009 explains that in Jordanian society the family unit is close and 

connected; connected with the immediate and extended family. She 

further explains that ‘if one person in the family acts in a bad manner, it 

therefore reflects on the rest of the family, and it affects their way of 

living’ (Interview 15/2009). 

She further explained: 

When a woman engages in immoral behaviour, then her family unit becomes part 
of this act: it is not looked upon individually, but rather collectively. But when a 
man kills his female relative, he demonstrates that his ethics are high as he does 
not condone the misbehaviour of his female relative and hence, he regains his 
respect (Interview 15/2009). 
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This same research participant provides further insights into the notion of 

honour and how honour impacts the standing of a family within a 

society: 

The issue of honour is a societal perspective that is passed from generation to 
generation, and we all grow up with it. The way society views you forces you to 
act in a certain manner; a manner that will not attract dishonour to you or your 
family. How will I gain society’s respect? The way people respect me as an 
individual is more important than anything, which in turn reflects on my whole 
family. You also need to know that anything that scars one’s position in the 
society pushes people to resort to criminal behaviour, because at the end of the 
day, honour is entrenched in us as human beings (Interview 15/2009).  

On the matter of the significance of honour very broadly in Jordanian 

society, the defence lawyer observed: 

Honour is social dignity and respect, and a term that is attached to the person’s 
family. Honour is also reflected in the behaviour of a person and in the purity of 
their behaviour. Those things collectively represent a person’s honour. The 
family, the behaviour of the members of the family and good reputation; are all 
reflective and representative of the family’s reputation, therefore honour is family 
(Interview 15/2009).  

This comment highlights how honour is entrenched within the Jordanian 

family structure. It is also apparent from the comments of this participant 

and others that as Jordan is a class-based society; honour takes different 

forms depending on the class the family comes from. As noted in the 

review of the literature, in middle to upper class families honour killings as 

such may not occur; however, honour still plays an integral role because 

a reputable and powerful family will have proven itself to be honourable, 

perhaps over many generations. Their familial influence is likely to extend 

to the political arena, as those who come from influential families are 

likely to hold powerful positions within the government. Those who come 

from strong tribal families in Jordan are also often represented in 

parliament and politics and thus can play an integral role in the decision-

making that affects the everyday Jordanian citizen. As repeatedly 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

165 

observed by participants, an important issue in Jordanian society is that 

the family is a vital collective unit that holds a mirror up to the broader 

society.  

An informant who is a sociology professor expanded this notion further 

by explaining that honour is linked to more factors than just sex. He 

explains that the female in the Arab world, and in Arab society, is part of 

the societal structure and, therefore, the father and brothers of the 

family are responsible for her behaviour. The professor also stipulates that 

the father’s aim is her protection; he is responsible for her defence and ‘if 

she does not commit any offence, then it reinforced the meaning and 

definition of honour and its societal importance’ (Interview 5/2010).  

This informant was reflecting on the way the Jordanian family is 

structured, with the males being seen as the protectors and the women 

as being protected. This notion of protection has been discussed at 

length in previous chapters and is seen to develop its strength from the 

protection that tribal men give to tribal women - where purity of breed is 

vital for a tribe to prove its strength and integrity (Sonbol 2003). Tribes 

protect women in order to protect society. Under tribal arrangements, 

marriage is considered a holy state as families ensure purity and growth 

of their tribes when they marry off their women to men who belong to 

the same tribes (Bin Muhammad 1999). When marriage is contained 

within the same tribe, this ensures growth by reproduction and purity, 

while as a result strengthening the social standing of the tribe (Faqir 

2001).  

Although various segments in Jordanian society, represented in some 

part by religious as well as tribal groups, have merged into society 

overall, families still try to maintain the purity of each sector by the 

marriages that take place. If a woman from a Christian family is married 
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to a man from a Muslim family, although it may be accepted and 

agreed upon by both families, society will have a different view as this is 

generally considered dishonourable and a reflection on the whole 

family. Pre-marital sex and relationships between people from different 

classes of society are similarly not condoned, in large part due to this 

matter of protecting the purity and honour of the family. This matter was 

emphasised by a leading human rights activist in Jordan. She explained: 

Unfortunately there are people in our society and elsewhere in the world who 
have twisted or who have a different definition of honour and they of course tie 
this word in with the behaviour of women in the society. In fact, most of the 
woman’s decisions are made for her, especially in whom she marries. It’s not 
about who she falls in love with, it’s about marrying a man the family approves of 
or even chose for her. He has to be of the same religion, sometimes the same 
tribe or the same family. Then her husband will start making the decisions for her, 
and so on (Interview 4/2009). 

A couple’s relationship will therefore not only affect the two people 

involved, but the whole family. One of the Bedouin informants explained 

that ‘no matter how much awareness you inject into the society, you 

simply can’t change our culture and traditions easily’. He explains that 

the notion of honour is embedded within the Muslim and Christian 

society and that honour is part of the tradition and society of Jordan. He 

explains that he is aware of Christian families committing honour crimes 

and how this proves that the issue of honour is one that is cultural and 

not religious. He further explains that ‘this is something that lives within us, 

it is what makes us and drives us as people. We live for our land, our 

family and our honour. Honour is not just about women, it is also 

connected to any immoral behaviour’ (interview 8/2009). 

Another research participant who specialised in tribal and criminal law 

outlined the situation of limited choice in Jordanian marriage, illustrating 

that ‘a woman’s immoral relationship is considered to be one which 

affects the whole honour of a tribe and a family, and as a result her 
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sisters, for example, will also be affected by her behaviour as they will not 

be able to attract husbands, and her mother will be affected as well as 

the rest of her tribe’ (interview 1/2010). He explains that in Jordan, a girl’s 

public and private action is a reflection on her family and tribe, and that 

this is the ‘heart’ of ‘honour’ in Jordan. He further emphasises that in 

Jordan it is not individual honour that matters, but rather, collective 

honour.  

As discussed, the family unit in Jordan is built around a patriarchal set of 

rules and principles (Faqir 2001), and one cannot focus on the issue of 

what honour means without considering society from the political level 

down to the familial level. In a number of honour-killing cases, the mother 

is involved in the decision making regarding the fate of her daughter. 

The head of a leading Women’s Union in Jordan explains that mothers, 

or other female figures in the family, have an integral role in planning the 

honour crime. She states that ‘it is at times the mother who pushes or 

influences her sons to commit the killing’ (interview 14/2009). 

The notion of family honour transcends that of the immediate family 

because the status of the extended family is what holds the family’s 

position as a collective within the society as a whole. To illustrate the 

collective nature of the Jordanian family, one of the research 

participants clarifies that everyone in the family plays a role, including 

the females, as they pressure the brothers to kill their sister. She further 

stipulates that ‘this is where the problem is; the seed to this problem is the 

society, and Males’ understanding of honour in this society. Boys are 

brought up with the responsibility that they need to safeguard their 

sisters’ (interview 10/2009). 

Another informant, a leading scholar at Jordan University, explains the 

notion of a ‘collective family’ structure by stating: 
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In our country honour is collective, it affects every single member of your family. 
There is collective honour and individualistic honour. It has a lot to do with the 
way the Jordanian family is composed. This is also seen on the governmental 
level, as when the King, for example, refers to the Jordanian citizens and the 
tribes as his family, and his extended family. Since you are part of the King’s 
family in this sense, you cannot criticise the monarch because he is the head, he 
is the patriarch of the family and the leader of the tribe. It is a ploy when in his 
speeches he refers to the Jordanian people as his family, it is all interconnected, 
and when you come and think of it, when I become part of his family, he is my 
protector, so I have to protect him and keep my mouth shut. He is my provider, 
like my father, and we cover up for one another, it is all connected, you see 
(Interview 6/2010). 

This informant takes the notion of family being a collective entity to the 

political and institutional arena. This matter will be further examined in 

Chapters Eight and Nine. 

Very few of the research participants commented on how male 

behaviour in society impacts on the family unit. Most of the participants 

reflected on female behaviour and explained that the way women are 

positioned within the family, and within the society as a whole, is what is 

crucial in determining the family’s honourable status. In turn, the status of 

the family places absolute pressure on women to perform and act in 

certain ways. A prominent human rights lawyer explains that in certain 

families female behaviour is closely monitored and controlled. As a result, 

it might be surmised that women will seldom open up to their family 

members, specifically to the male family members.  She explains:  

It is almost as if she has no voice in the family. The menfolk do not clarify things 
with the women, and hence they kill the females without even communicating 
with them or getting the story right. This indicates that we have a serious problem 
in the society. Our society is very contradictory and has hypocritical points of 
view Interview 10/2009). 

It is interesting to compare the views of this lawyer in the context of the 

analysis of the court documents discussed in Chapter Five. In most of the 

court documents, it is stated that only under rare circumstances does the 
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perpetrator communicate with the female prior to committing the crime. 

The men who were accused of committing these crimes did not give 

their victims a chance to defend their purported actions. This imbalance 

in gender relationships was highlighted by one of the participants who is 

considered to be one of the most knowledgeable legal figures in Jordan 

when it comes to the criminal code. He explained that a ‘woman’s 

immoral relationship is considered to be one which affects the whole 

honour of a tribe and a family, and as a result, her sisters, for example, 

will also be affected by her behaviour, as well as her mother and as well 

as all of her tribe, and within society, opinions of the tribe regarding the 

family that this girl comes from will be based on a measure of or a 

reflection on her actions’ (interview 1/2010). He highlights that this 

measure or standard is what is known as ‘honour’ in Jordan.  

The above participant is describing how female behaviour impacts on 

the reputation of the family as a unit. Throughout this research, I have 

struggled to detach the family unit from that of the society, because as 

already indicated, in the case of Jordan, society is reflective of family 

and vice versa.  

The problem of understanding honour in Jordan is multifaceted. As the 

head of one of the major courts in Jordan stated, that honour is a highly 

complex notion and the Jordanian society will never move forward if the 

concept of honour is not deconstructed and understood. He suggests 

that ‘we need to conduct a study that will understand how those 

mentalities develop, and the effect of society on people’s actions’ 

(interview 3/2009). What this participant is suggesting is that the 

teachings that individuals receive in society become part of that society, 

which in turn contributes to the formation of institutions.  



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

170 

As outlined in Chapter Two, within the societal sphere and within the 

Jordanian context, the notion of belonging is imperative when shedding 

light on the subject of honour. One of the leading female judges in 

Jordan reflected on this by saying: 

Firstly, Jordanian society is male-dominated and the level of societal education 
has been stagnant here in Jordan for many, many years. When I was studying at 
the judicial academy I had a colleague who studied with me and he was a 
commander in the army. He told me that he was married but on the wedding 
night, his wife did not bleed. After one month he divorced her for that reason, and 
it shows that the level of education is poor and traditional in every sense. The 
question though, is that where did this ideology come from? People who live in 
villages, for example, go away to study, but when they return to their villages they 
are forced to conform to the traditions that they grew up with. They are expected 
to do what is expected of them. It is all about belonging (Interview 11/2009).  

What the Judge is saying lends support to the theories that were 

highlighted above and in previous chapters. That is, In order to belong to 

a tribe, the family needs to reproduce, and it is only through a female’s 

body that reproduction can occur (Faqir 2001). Via reproduction, 

individuals are adding to their society and ensuring the continuance of 

the culture through a new human being. If purity is not maintained, the 

purity of the tribe’s bloodlines is at risk, so historically, there have been 

harsh consequences for women who stray. This is representative of the 

way a tribe functions; especially in Jordan. Maris and Saharso (2001, p. 

59) illustrate this: 

[T]he control of women’s rather than men’s sexuality is because it is through 
women that the biological and cultural reproduction of the group takes place. This 
makes the control of their sexuality essential for the preservation of the group 
boundaries. It is a way to be sure of the legitimacy of heirs. The honour system 
and honour killing can thus be explained as instrumental to the group’s survival. 

It is clear from the data, the research quotes in previous chapters and 

also from personal observations living in Jordan, that in certain sectors of 

Jordanian society women are treated as if they are the property of the 

male figures within the family and their behaviour is monitored by the 
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family and by the rest of the society. Maris andSaharso (2001) attribute 

this mentality or behaviour to the concept of ‘purity of breed’ which is 

synonymous with tribalism. One tribe is distinguished from another in tribal 

areas by the purity of the offspring and that could only be assured by 

marrying from within the same tribe. Arguably, this is in part where the 

notion of protection and ownership over women in Jordan has stemmed 

from, and has evolved into a way of life where women know what is 

expected of them as they are taught these lessons from a young age. If 

a woman veers from such teachings, then in certain arenas in this society 

harsh consequences exist – particularly the justification for crimes 

committed in the name of honour. One of the young activist lawyers 

who was interviewed stated that a large majority of the Jordanian 

society do not only link ‘honour’ with women, but they link it with a 

woman’s body. She further explained people specifically link honour to 

the woman’s hymen, and on so doing concluded ‘one cannot pinpoint 

how this occurred or where the logic is, however this is what it is like here’ 

(interview 9/2009).  

Another leading journalist and a human rights activist observed that if a 

‘woman commits a sin, then they would not be able to distinguish the 

paternity of the children, and for people this is something that was very 

important in the past because it had to do with property’ (interview 

4/2009). 

What these observations and most of the analysis in this chapter reflect 

to date is that respect for honour is the essence and the very foundation 

of Jordanian society: the structures within this society are built on notions 

of honour and respect. Honour is, therefore, a term that has inherited 

certain facets from the past and evolved into a particular form in 

modern Jordanian life. A prominent defence lawyer in Jordan explained  

‘no matter how deep we dig” in an effort to understand the 
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phenomenon of honour within the Jordan society, the fact remains that 

‘honour is the social dignity and respect that is attached to a person’s 

family’. 

For example, honour plays an integral role in establishing the standing of 

families within society, and the notion of reputation is strongly linked to 

that of honour. These ‘invisible walls’ form boundaries which constrain 

services that are available to individuals. The head of one of the courts in 

Jordan explains it thus: ‘Jordan is a society built upon the notion of strong 

families, so outside interference is not usually welcomed’. 

Another participant expanded on her general understanding of ‘family’ 

by putting forward: 

It is the close relative type of relationship, the blood relationship where they feel 
that members of a family should support each other in difficult situations, so I 
think that this is a real challenge, in fact, a real problem (Interview 2/2010). 

In summary, in Jordan, the definition of family as understood universally is 

attached to a significant set of beliefs. The term ‘family’ in Jordan implies 

transformation of individual identity into an identity based on collective 

unity. This transformation occurs because the notion of gossip, reputation 

and the family’s private affairs become the society’s concerns, and the 

function and expectation of ‘family’ is therefore designed in that way to 

fit the expectations of the collective family. The challenges in 

understanding the complex notions of family, honour and culture will be 

further explored in following chapters, when issues surrounding law and 

society are dissected and discussed.  

6.2 The Notion of Honour as it Relates to Gender 

As has been observed repeatedly, honour in Jordan is strongly linked to 

the behaviour of women within their familial and societal spheres. 
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Participants seldom mentioned the honour attached to men’s 

behaviour. In fact, when questioning my research participants, I realised 

that they found it difficult to define honour as being relevant to male 

standing and behaviour. It seems apparent that honour is not defined by 

the behaviour of men within society but solely by the behaviour of 

women, and that the sole behavioural expectation related to the 

honour of men is they ensure the honourable behaviour of ‘their’ 

women.  Men have been ‘programmed’ in such a way whereby 

‘honour’ becomes the focus of their identity, and if that honour is 

besmirched it is their responsibility to act in what the culture sees as an 

appropriate manner. Scholarly literature does not explore this facet in 

depth; however, some of the research participants did make this 

observation and attempted to understand it by relating it to the way 

Jordanian society is structured.  

One of the prominent male defence lawyers commented: 

She shames him but his behaviour does not shame her and this is where the 
inequality in attitude within society stems from. In other words, society treats the 
situation in such a way that it is okay for a man to do whatever he desires but for 
women, it is not allowed. This is where the inequality in attitude is and this being 
the case, if a man commits murder, he is allowed to go unpunished. While on the 
other hand, if a woman commits adultery, she shames the man, the family and 
the society as well as the tribe, so it is not an individual crime, it reflects on the 
whole family, the society and the tribe (Interview 1/2009).  

This informant’s comments are similar to those of many of the people 

interviewed and are mirrored in observations that are clearly 

represented and demonstrated within the analysed court material. As 

already noted, inequality of gender is very evident within the text of all 

court case material. And, these court cases provide only one side of the 

story, as the female victim in most cases is murdered before her part of 

the story is ever told.  
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A number of informants commented on the possibility of men being 

victims of a system and culture that forced them to cling to an honour-

based identity in which they had to kill their womenfolk if they 

‘transgressed the code’. One of the leaders in the criminal court in 

Jordan elucidated this by signifying it is almost as if certain men in the 

Jordanian society are programmed with brutality. He adds that ‘they are 

programmed in such a way that if their sister dishonours them, then they 

need to retaliate with utmost brutality’ (interview 3/2009).  

When one studies crimes committed in the name of honour, it becomes 

obvious that those crimes demonstrate a brutality which is less common 

in many murder cases (Husseini 2009). It is difficult to ascertain why that is, 

but arguably, these are crimes that are closely linked to one’s emotions 

and identity, and men act out of extreme rage and anger.  

Some informants questioned whether the aftermath of committing such 

brutal crimes can ever dissipate within a family’s history and whether the 

lives of the members within such families could ever return to normal. 

One of the several defence lawyers stated “I have worked with 

perpetrators who are under a lot of pressure, they are equally victims in 

this situation”. She continued: 

Family is everything and when something horrible like this happens, do you think 
that it does not have an effect on the family? Of course it does, it is devastating, 
like a black hole, but everyone has to put a brave front for society. It’s all about 
society (Interview 15/2009).  

Referring again to contradictory and controversial beliefs and 

perceptions of gender within Jordanian society, one of research 

participants who is a criminal lawyer commented: 

If a man is gay in this society, isn’t that also a sort of dishonour on the family? But 
why doesn’t he get killed? It is because of the impact of masculinity and the 
importance of masculinity in the society. I have never come across any case 
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where they kill a man for dishonouring the family, and to me that is the biggest 
indication of how this society differentiates between male and female. It almost 
seems that no matter what crime a man commits in the society, nothing that he 
can do will bring dishonour, which illustrates to us that the issue of honour is 
strongly connected to femininity, and what it means to be a woman in the society 
(Interview 13/2009).  

These brave comments illustrate a vital point - a point arguably reflecting 

the low standing of women in general within Jordanian society. 

Homosexuality itself provides another example. Generally, families 

consider the sexuality of their children to be reflective of family honour.   

However, if a man in Jordan is found or known to be homosexual, there 

are generally no consequences in terms of his being at risk of homicide 

for breaching honour, although there is this consequence for a woman 

(2011). Nevertheless, in his work on gay and lesbian people in the Middle 

East, Whitaker (Whitaker 2011, p. 21) giving an account of ‘Ali’, a gay 

man in the Middle East, states: 

The threats directed against Ali by his brother, and the accusation that he was 
besmirching the family’s name, reflect a concept of ‘honour’ that is found in those 
parts of the Middle East where old-fashioned social values still prevail. 
Preserving the family’s ‘honour’ requires brothers to kill an unmarried sister if she 
becomes pregnant (even if – as has happened in some cases – her pregnancy is 
the result of being raped by one of her own family). Although deaths of gay men 
in ‘honour killings have been suspected but not confirmed, at least one non-fatal 
shooting has been recorded. 

Indeed, as Whitaker (2011) elaborates, the issue of homosexuality is 

considered taboo, not only in Jordan, but across the Middle East as a 

whole. To avoid public shame and other consequences, both men and 

women who are homosexual are forced to live secret lives and conceal 

their identity in order to protect the collective honour of the family. 

Women can be victims of honour killings if they are publicly known to be 

homosexual. However, in none of the court cases reviewed in Chapter 

Five was a woman killed due to her homosexuality. 
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In reflecting on the observations above, honour can be seen as an 

invisible force shaping and determining the way individuals behave, and 

as a result constructing their identities in a way that is acceptable to 

society in general. In this invisibly constructed framework, the main role of 

a man is to protect the women in his family.  

On the other hand, the construction of identity in relation to women is 

very different. A leading human rights activist in Jordan observed the 

place of women in these poignant words: 

Women live in fear. It affects all dimensions of women’s lives. This is turn shapes 
a woman’s identity in society, and she starts living her life to protect her honour. 
Yet I have seen a lot of women do immoral things, and when I asked them why, 
they said that it is because they were never allowed to do anything (Interview 
2/2009).  

Concepts and definitions of sex, therefore, become integral to honour, 

as honour is a term that is heavily intertwined with women’s sexual 

behaviour. Sex is viewed and constructed as an act which should, at 

least for women, only occur after marriage, and then only with her 

husband. Honour therefore depends on upholding this concept, and if 

the rules are broken, harsh consequences will follow.  

One research participant explained: 

In our culture in particular, an assault on the sanctity and the honour of the 
female gender is what constitutes an honour crime. If you notice, in our society, 
they call women ‘hareem’ or ‘hurma’ which means a woman or a lady, but it also 
means sanctity and sacredness. The word derives from the Arabic word 
‘tahreem’ which means unethical relationships that are immoral or not approved 
of, which relates to the fact that a relationship, for a woman, is related to sanctity 
and purity, and that is why if a woman goes outside the boundaries, it is seen as 
a very immoral act. It is forbidden to touch the sanctity of a woman outside of a 
marriage, and if that does occur, then it is considered as an attack on the family’s 
honour (Interview 1/2010). 
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It is evident from this statement, and from the commentary of most 

informants, that the concept of honour in Jordan is, for the most part, 

strongly linked to those of female behaviour and gender construction. 

The society plays an integral role in shaping Jordanian identity. To 

understand the construction of honour from the views of most of the 

participants in this research it is important to see that sexual behaviour is 

a collective instrument which plays a pivotal role in structuring the 

identity of women within Jordanian society. A leading journalist in Jordan 

explained this by stressing that the situation in Jordan is slightly changing; 

however, it is still to an extent regarded that honour in Jordan is women. 

She states that it is the ‘woman’s reputation, the woman’s body, the 

woman’s virginity, and this is the way the society unfortunately defines 

honour’ (interview 4/2010). She also puts forward a controversial 

statement when she indicates that ‘I always say that people say we kill 

because our culture and tradition tells us to kill, but if you look deeply into 

the culture and tradition, there is nothing that says you should kill, but on 

the contrary, our culture calls for preserving and protecting women’. 

In summary, the informants in this research confirm and elaborate on the 

scholarship that links inextricably honour and gender. What all 

participants demonstrate is palpable and strong and a driving force 

within society. It is important to note that all participants expressed a 

strong belief in the value of honour and respect and supported the 

positive traditions of the Jordanian way of life as a basis for their culture. 

But all of them expressed a need and a wish for honour, gender and 

honour killings to be de-coupled. One informant exquisitely stated this in 

the following manner: 

We link honour to absolutely everything. Like, if we see a woman wearing a short 
skirt, we directly or indirectly state that she is ill-mannered. Those judgements 
come from the way the society is constructed. We are progressing in certain 
matters but we are still very isolated in relation to other issues. It stems from the 
way the whole society is composed. The minds of men in this society are no 
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longer pure. Society is very fragmented and I am not saying that everyone in this 
society is equal, but there are certain groups that think in certain ways and link 
everything to honour. I don’t know why that is, I really don’t, to me, honour is a 
beautiful word, I just wish it wasn’t associated with sex, and especially not with 
killing women (Interview 10/2010). 

6.3 Female Chastity and Virginity as a Collective Social Notion 

I have illustrated how the term ‘honour’ is one which all participants 

strongly linked to female behaviour, especially a female’s virginity and 

marital fidelity. In the Arab world, female virginity plays an integral role in 

the formation of families and societies (Abu-Lughod 2011; Andersson 

2003). When women within a family behave chastely prior to marriage, 

their behaviour is seen to reflect highly on the family and to lift a family’s 

status within society. One of the research participants who is a lawyer 

explained this by indicating that the ‘honour which is related to the 

female is specifically connected to her sexuality and her chastity and 

virginity, and this is reflected by the female’s behaviour and morals within 

society’ (interview 13/2009). 

None of the participants were able to explain why or how society came 

to associate the virginity of their unmarried daughters to that of family 

honour, even though I explored this question at length in the interviews. 

What they did emphasise is that not all Jordanian families resort to the 

extreme measure of killing their daughters once dishonourable 

behaviour has been discovered. A prominent defence lawyer explained 

that families should work together to rectify what may have gone wrong. 

She states that if a woman or a girl ‘committed a mistake, work with her 

so that she does not repeat the mistake, don’t kill her, don’t punish her 

by death!’ (Interview 2/2009). 

The participants also observed that despite the culture, women in Jordan 

are not perceived in uniform ways. Yet the language of honour is one 

that is part of every individual’s life, regardless of wealth, knowledge or 
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educational background. Women who come from educated 

backgrounds and more liberal families tend to be seen to be equal to 

their male colleagues in the work place; however, those women who 

come from more restricted and controlled environments and families are 

more likely to become victims of honour-related violence. One of the 

political analysts whom I interviewed expanded on this: 

In Jordan, we have a contradiction. We have one of the highest levels of 
education when compared to other Arab societies, amongst both, men and 
women. At the same time, though, we are talking about education and not about 
the culture. We have a sector of the society which is very liberal and westernised, 
and another sector that is the complete opposite. Education is poor as a lot of 
those who graduate are backward and traditional. That is one of the reasons why 
these killings keep happening (Interview 7/2010). 

It would generally be agreed that killing another person, especially a 

member of one’s family, is extreme. However, some of the participants 

argued that men who commit such crimes are not really criminals but 

are a product of the society who are pressured into this extreme 

behaviour.  

A prominent academic and human rights activist in Jordan summarised 

the ongoing significance of virginity in Jordanian society and the 

untenable implications of this: 

No matter what we do to try and change this culture, virginity is something that 
will never lose its importance. The problem is that at the end of the day, 
everything is measured by the women’s virginity, so if we keep emphasising the 
importance of female virginity, then the problem will never go away, because at 
the end of the day, in virginity lies honour. Honour should not just relate to 
virginity; honour is in the mind, the body, the soul and every part of the person, 
not just women’s hymens (Interview 6/2010).  

He emphasised the complex and highly sensitive nature of this for a 

culture in the present day in which women are increasingly engaging in 

pre-marital sexual activity. He explained that the women who are safest 
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doing this are those who can afford to have their hymens medically 

reconstructed. This matter has been discussed in recent publications 

which provide a new angle on the subject (Juth et al. 2013). It is 

apparent from this research and the awareness of some of the 

participants, that here is a new generation that is emerging in Jordan 

who wants to break free from the old traditions. In doing so they resort to 

extreme medical treatment in order to protect themselves and preserve 

the honour and reputation of their family.  

One of the forensic doctors in Jordan gave me some medical insight into 

issues of virginity and chastity: 

There is a big difference between the medical definition of what virginity is and 
the definition that is present in society. Medically, a woman may not possess a 
hymen at all, or she may lose it at a young age without even having sexual 
intercourse. However, within this society, virginity symbolises honour and it is 
therefore linked to blood. Therefore if a girl does not bleed on her wedding night, 
it is automatically thought that she does not have a hymen, or that she is not a 
virgin, whereby medically this may not be the case. Not all women bleed when 
they have sexual intercourse for the first time. In our society, they believe that the 
only way that honour can be cleansed is through blood. Blood cleanses honour, 
and that is why they kill the females; so that the shame they bring may not be 
permanent, and the notion of honour is very strongly embedded within this 
society right up to the present day (Interview 6/2009). 

In a similar vein, a leading defence lawyer commented: 

Don’t forget that a woman could commit adultery and still remain a virgin, 
therefore virginity is not everything. There are many types of virginity. There are 
some women who retain their virginity because they have got a tough ring 
shaped hymen, and although they get married and practice sex for many years, 
their hymen will not break and medically they still remain virgins. A woman could 
also practice sex anally, and that is still a sexual act, which does not necessarily 
mean that it has got anything to do with pure virginity. If a female is discovered in 
any compromising situation and society spreads the news around, it shames the 
family, so the issue is not just about virginity (Interview 1/2009). 

These two observations represent some of the crucial contradictions that 

appear to be present in contemporary attempts to understand the 
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place of virginity and honour. It is clear from medical science that 

virginity cannot be measured by the presence or absence of a hymen 

and yet Jordanian tradition continues to operate on the belief that it 

does so. This belief has been embedded within Jordanian society for 

hundreds of years. Many participants observed that families don’t 

acknowledge that virginity is a medical concept despite a general 

understanding that the hymen is not the only indication as to whether a 

woman has practised sex or not.  

It is difficult to measure how many women engage in pre-marital sex, as 

sex is a taboo issue in Jordan. As noted above, women can practice sex 

anally, or can receive hymen-reconstructive surgery. In Jordan, sex as a 

topic is avoided. What is generally taught to children is what they are 

taught at home by their parents. Another forensic doctor explained: 

In our understanding, virginity is connoted with the hymen, whether the hymen 
was intact or not. In reality though, the hymen is not always the indication as it is 
a biological part of the female body, and some women lose their hymen before 
even having sexual intercourse. How exactly do you prove this? As a doctor, I 
know that the hymen is not indicative of the problem we are facing, as the 
problem is much larger than that (Interview 6/2009). 

The issue of virginity and bleeding on the wedding night is also part of 

the ‘sexual education’ that children receive by their parents. Arguably, 

parents teach their children what they were taught as young children, as 

this is what they know best, and so the cycle is likely to continue. There is 

huge pressure placed upon women prior to marriage and they often 

have no idea what to expect of a sexual relationship. Most of the time, 

all they know is that they are meant to bleed on the wedding night. 

What happens if they fail to bleed? This perceived ‘failure’ of a woman 

on her wedding night reflects badly on the family as a unit; thus the 

outcomes of the first, sexual act between a couple have an effect on 

the collective family. In many cases, it is not considered that failure to 
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bleed may be linked to a woman’s biological structure, but is 

automatically linked to a woman’s social standing and behaviour (Juth 

et al. 2013; Lundberg-Love & Marmion 2006; C. Maris & S. Saharso 2001).  

Some informants asked why men’s chastity is never questioned within 

Jordanian society. It was generally noted there are no ‘rules’ governing 

men’s virginity before marriage. Some reflected this may be because 

men biologically do not possess a hymen? Others observed that 

traditions have simply structured gender in a way whereby male and 

female roles within the society are pre-assigned and strongly governed 

by the family as a whole.  Nawal El Saadawi (2007) wrote a challenging 

chapter in her book and titled the chapter “The very fine membrane 

called ‘honour’”. Within this chapter, she strongly presents her image of 

the relationship between the biological hymen and the ‘invisible’ 

sociological one. She puts forward a set of ideas that are not commonly 

asked in Arab countries in stating: 

Virginity is a strict moral rule which applies to girls alone. Yet one would think that 
the first criterion of a moral rule, if it is indeed to be moral, should be that it 
applies to all without exception, and does not yield to any form of discrimination 
whether on the basis of sex, colour or class. However, moral codes and 
standards in our society very rarely apply to all people equally. This is the most 
damning proof of how immoral such codes and standards are. (2007, p. 41) 

Her work facilitates an understanding of the issue; an understanding 

which is not evident amongst Jordanian society as a whole because she 

is able to capture the contradictory standards set by Arab society.  She 

highlights that chastity and virginity are part of a taught ‘code of 

conduct’, wherein no explanation is given as to why women must stick to 

the rules of this code. It is something that is simply there. As already 

indicated and described by most participants, virginity and honour go 

hand in hand in Jordan and it is almost impossible to separate the two 

notions. Since it is the female members of the family who primarily uphold 
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the ‘honour’ by their behaviour, then the most accurate tool for 

measuring this behaviour’s success is through their sexual behaviour, 

which in turn is represented by the existence of a physical hymen.  

Whilst reiterating that women are the primary ‘carriers’ of honour, one of 

the researchers in the Jordanian parliament provided a broader view of 

the place of honour that takes it beyond a simple discussion of the 

virginity of women: 

To us honour is connected to our land and to the women in our family, such as 
our mothers, our sisters, our wives and our cousins. This to us is honour. To me, 
it is also connected to the men in the family, especially if he commits acts which 
go against religion and morals. Honour is not just about women. Yes, it is very 
important, and when it is connected to a woman in your family, then the impact of 
dishonour is much greater than if a male brought dishonour upon the family. To 
us, both males and females are part of the honour code, but primarily, real 
honour pertains to the females that are part of our family and the ones who are 
related to us (Interview 8/2009).  

This research participant is of tribal background, but in interviewing a 

broad range of participants who come from a wide spectrum of 

backgrounds, most of them expressed similar views about the place of 

women but few were able to express their views as comprehensively as 

those of this participant. This is useful because it helps to see honour as 

central to society.  The implications of this are that in de-coupling honour 

and honour crimes, and thus reducing honour crimes, honour itself as a 

positive concept must be retained.  

6.5 Discussion 

Several scholars address the issue of honour and honour killings in Jordan. 

Amongst these scholars, the most prominent are Faqir (2001) and 

Husseini (2011). Although their work is rich and sheds important light on 

the topic, they do not examine the importance of establishing a local 

definition of honour within the context of Jordanian society. The research 
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and data I collected complements their work by adding to the lacunae 

of knowledge on honour killings in Jordan. It is apparent from the findings 

of this chapter that honour in Jordan is a concept that has evolved 

throughout history. This concept is intertwined with Jordan tribal heritage, 

as well as its geographical location. There is a need to further explore the 

tribal underpinnings behind honour, and one of the only scholars who 

explores this issue is Bin Muhammad (1999).  

This chapter has provided a rich compilation of the research 

participants’ views and perceptions of honour in Jordan. These views 

were deep and varied and there was considerable agreement about a 

range of matters. Most of the participants observed that honour is a 

complex concept, and one that is deeply entrenched within the 

Jordanian context. They also mostly agreed that honour is a collective 

term that is linked almost exclusively with female behaviour and morality.  

In order to tackle a complex issue such as honour crimes, one needs to 

establish a deep understanding of how it is perceived within the society 

of concern. The more individualised understanding of honour provided 

by participants and described at length in this chapter illustrates that 

change will need to be carefully managed This chapter has also 

demonstrated that honour, in Jordan, is indeed a collective notion, and 

one that is entwined with society and politics.  

The findings in this chapter offer a significant insight into the way 

Jordanian honour is defined. Most of the literature described in earlier 

chapters provide global definitions of honour (Gill 2006b; Plant 2005-

2006). In this chapter I have provided a more nuanced and 

individualised view of honour – arguably one enabling a deeper 

appreciation of the intensity and significant hold honour has within 

Jordanian society.  
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 In summary, this chapter has presented the views of the informants on 

what honour means to them in relation to family, gender, chastity and 

virginity. Their observations and this analysis provide some early 

understanding about how honour is constructed and entrenched in the 

Jordanian way of living. In the following chapters I address the related 

understanding about honour and law and honour and society. Together, 

the emerging themes will provides some clues on how, if at all, changes 

can be made that preserve honour while decreasing the killings 

occurring in its name.  
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Chapter 7: Honour and the Jordanian Legal 

Framework 

In this chapter I present the findings relating to the second theme, that of 

the law and how it relates to honour crimes. In it, I highlight what 

participants explained about the history of the criminal code and the 

loopholes they believe to exist within it. I also provide their reflections on 

the recent changes to the Jordanian criminal code and the implications 

of these. The participants suggested how change needs to be 

addressed and tackled and I identify and summarise their suggestions.  

In doing all of the above, I build on some of the commentary and 

observations made in Chapter Five where I provide a brief oversight of 

30 court cases involving men who killed a female relative and defended 

their actions using honour as a defence. In particular, I refer back to 

some of the transcripts quoted in Chapter Five which help to emphasise 

the emotional significance of the legal processes. I finish the chapter by 

highlighting the apparent contradictions that exist between the way the 

law is perceived by some people in Jordanian society and the way it has 

been amended and is currently constructed. 

I start by explaining the Jordanian Criminal Code as it was described by 

my participants according to their individual understandings of it.  

The interview data for this section was extensive and the NVivo analysis 

was complex as many themes/sub-nodes emerged with detailed 

content contained in each sub-node. Below is a copy of the NVivo sub-

nodes which emerged out of the interview data: 
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Figure 7-1:  Law Tree Node 

 

 

For the purpose of this chapter, and because of the overlapping ideas 

contained within the data, I aggregated the content to be addressed 

under the following headings: 

• The Jordanian legal and political arena 

• The problem with amending current laws 

• Legal amendments in Jordan since 2009 

• Change occurs from ‘within’ 
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7.1 The Jordanian Legal and Political Arena 

I have previously noted the historical changes that have impacted on 

law formation and delivery in Jordan (Chapter Three). All participants 

spoke about their impressions of the law, how it relates to crimes 

committed in the name of honour and how society in general perceives 

these laws. It was clear from an overview of the transcripts that there is a 

strong belief that an appreciation of the historical evolution of the legal 

arena in Jordan is vital for understanding the constructs surrounding 

honour.  Arguably, this is not surprising as laws govern society and 

therefore form an integral, if sometimes unnoticed, part of everyday life.  

A prominent legal researcher in Jordan explained to me how the 

Jordanian law came about by explaining: 

The Kingdom of Jordan was established in 1921, and before that time, the laws 
that were used in Jordan were the Otttoman laws. But after 1921 and up until 
1948, Jordan and Palestine were united, and therefore part of the laws in 
Palestine, which are part of the British mandatory laws, became part of the 
Jordan laws, which moved forward the legal system here in Jordan at the time. 
After 1948, a lot of laws in Jordan were taken from the British legal system and 
the British laws (Interview 7/2010). 

An ex-parliamentarian and a prominent human rights activist further 

explained: 

The legal roots in Jordan stem back to Napoleon’s era in Europe. Then the 
Ottoman Empire adopted it, then Egypt, and then Jordan also adopted the 
Napoleonic Legal Code. So when relating this to honour crimes, you have to 
understand that the committing of honour crimes during the Napoleonic era was 
not uncommon, and in fact was prevalent. The law was forgiving towards men 
who killed in the name of honour during this time (Interview 2/2009). 

Jordan, as it stands today, has inherited laws from the Ottoman Empire, 

the British Code, the Napoleonic Code and the Italian Code. Those laws, 

however, have been heavily amended to fit within the constructs of 

society (Sonbol 2003). Jordan is a monarchy and the King has the final 
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say in regard to every law that is to pass through Parliament. The 

legislative body within the Jordanian Parliament is the office that is 

responsible for researching crime trends, societal structure and 

expectations, as well as adhering to outside pressure, as Jordan is a 

signatory body of numerous international conventions. Furthermore, the 

Jordanian Parliament is composed of two houses, the Lower House and 

the Upper house. The public elects the Lower House of Parliament and 

the King selects the members of the Upper House.  

One of the participant, described the structure of Parliament: 

The Lower House is elected and the Upper House is chosen by the King. 
Together they constitute the Parliament, and they follow the constitution. The 
Lower House is composed of 120 members and the Upper House has 60 
members – half the number of the Lower House. Those members have to keep a 
close eye on the section of the Government that executes all decisions regarding 
laws and amendments (Interview 3/2010).  

Furthermore, the King also selects the Prime Minister and the Ministers 

who lead each area within the Government. The way laws are passed 

within the Jordanian Parliament is through the Legislative Council. The 

Council passes a law to Parliament, based on studies conducted on the 

needs of the society, or in response to outside pressure. The Council can 

also draft brand new laws or amend existing ones. They also consult with 

members of the public, Ministers, academics and consultants, 

depending on the particular concerns of the proposed law. Once a 

particular law is drafted, it is passed on to the Lower House of Parliament 

which then convenes and votes. If the law receives a majority of the 

votes from the members, it is then passed to the Upper House where it 

has to be approved, and the final signature is gained from the King. 

When the King approves the law, it then becomes official. The King has 

the power to reject laws even if both houses of Parliament have 
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approved them. This is not at all common in Jordan, but has occurred on 

several occasions.  

Two participants (interview 8/2010 and interview 9/2010) who are leading 

members of the Legislative Council in Parliament explained that their role 

is to present the legislation in a form it has taken to be studied. They then 

explained the Lower House has the option to agree on the legislation’s 

contents, object to part of the legislation, or refuse it. They then 

indicated that ‘In case of approval by both houses, the government will 

then declare that this law is applicable, and it will then be presented to 

His Majesty the King for approval and signature’. This is when the 

amended and temporary laws become permanent laws.  

Implicit in these changes, as described by legally-informed participants is 

an understanding that when changes to the law are made, the voice of 

the people has been heard because the Lower House is elected by the 

Jordanian public. As observed by a number of participants, this is not 

necessarily the case because many of the legislative changes have 

been instigated and propelled through the Parliament by international 

pressure without the prerequisite understanding by the people of Jordan.  

One of the leading female activists in Jordan expressed her concerns 

relating to this Parliamentary process powerfully: 

When it was put forward to Parliament that we (the public) wanted these laws to 
be deleted, havoc broke out in Parliament. You see, this law was rejected at the 
time because we have a conservative sector of the society that believes that if 
the law was amended, women will run loose. The law then went to the Upper 
House of Parliament, which had more liberal people and they were able to 
amend the law slightly by adding a clause to Article 340 that gave the same right 
to a woman if she sees her husband in bed with another woman, and she kills or 
injures both of them. This meant that the female will get the same treatment as 
the male in Court. We did not want this result and we wanted this Article to be 
removed as there is no such thing as an honour killing, it is murder. It was 
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rejected by both Houses of Parliament, which in my opinion speaks volumes 
about the backward mentality in Parliament (Interview 6/2010). 

Another leading activist (interview 4/2009) who lobbied Parliament at the 

time of these proposed changes expressed her views by expressing that 

there were conservative deputies in Parliament and there were ones 

against those who wanted change. She continues by describing:  

The true picture never came out and we received fierce rejection from the 
deputies. They used all kind of excuses to reject this law, partly the excuse of 
culture that we can’t amend or take the law out as it is not representative of what 
Jordanian culture stands for. I also think that it was highly politicised as the 
Parliament is very controversial and they were all claiming that they were 
protecting the honour of the nation (Interview 4/2009). 

On the other hand, a highly experienced defence lawyer looked at the 

issue differently. He stated: 

After so much debate in Parliament, they finally amended Article 340, and more 
recently, in 2009, the punishment for the perpetrator has significantly increased. 
The problem though, is that the Government and its concerned institutions deal 
with this matter by increasing the penalty for the perpetrators, and this is not the 
right approach. As a deterrent to this kind of crime, this is not the right policy. The 
whole Government is dealing with this issue wrongly. The proper way to fight this 
issue or to reduce it is to look for the reasons why such crimes are committed 
and the real incentives behind them. From my many years of experience, I 
strongly believe that the incidence of those crimes will not decrease by applying 
harsher punishments. On the contrary, when the punishment is increased, the 
variety of crimes will rise. For example, instead of using a knife as an instrument 
of crime, the perpetrator will pre-meditate the crime to try and cover the motive. It 
is really impossible to break this culture of honour easily (Interview 1/2010). 

This observation is a compelling one. It highlights an appreciation that 

changes to the law do not necessarily lead to changes in cultural 

understanding or behaviour. The majority of the informants believed that 

the way the Parliament and Government are tackling the issue of honour 

crimes is not reflective of what society requires if it is to change its 

behaviour. An academic at one of the universities in Jordan elucidates 

that laws are integral to society and every society needs to have them. 
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She believes that Jordan has failed and states that ‘before you work on 

the law, the society needs to be worked on, I believe we have failed in 

Jordan’ (interview 6/2010). 

It is also important to note that Jordan possesses a unique clause within 

its constitution which states that under emergency and pressing 

circumstances the Government can pass temporary laws. A leading 

defence lawyer and a past Judge explained: 

In the Jordanian constitution, there is an Article that states that the government 
can enact laws under certain emergency situations. In these unusual 
circumstances, a Bill of law is discussed by the council of ministers and then 
presented in its final form to the King for approval. In the absence of a 
Parliament, the Council of Ministers produces temporary laws which, once a new 
Parliament is elected, will be presented again to the Lower House with the 
understanding that upon approval they will go to the Upper House for 
confirmation and then to the King for final approval (Interview 1/2010). 

A leading political analyst in Jordan expanded on this issue: 

A proposed law is discussed by the two houses in the Parliament. It then goes to 
the governmental level, and from there it needs to reach the King for approval 
and signature. What you need to know, however, is that when the Parliament is 
dissolved, the Government has the right, within the boundaries of the 
constitution, to issue temporary laws. Those temporary laws, according to the 
realms of the constitution, should only be instituted in emergency situations. I 
believe that laws relating to honour crimes were instituted when Parliament was 
dissolved (Interview 7/2010).  

In the past three years, the Jordanian Parliament and political arena 

generally have witnessed a turbulent period of change and leadership 

(Husseini 2009; Mansur, Shteiwi & Murad 2009). The Parliament was 

dissolved on several occasions, calling for new elections and for the 

appointment of new members. The public has called for a review of the 

election law as it has been argued that the ballots are not being 

counted fairly, and therefore the Lower House is not being formed based 
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on the intentions of a truly democratic state. A political analyst clarified 

this: 

In western countries, the elections are based on a multi-party system, and there 
is an equal vote for every citizen. In Jordan, the electoral system is constructed in 
a way which ensures that the conservative parties are those that will usually win, 
and this all played a role when Jordan changed its electoral system to a ‘one man 
one vote system’. Through the introduction of this system, the nature of the 
Parliament has changed. The other issue is that the electoral law is not built on 
the political party system or on the number of parties that are present in Jordan. 
The law does not take into consideration that Jordan has political parties, and this 
has all aided in restricting the number of people who are able to reach the 
Parliament through elections. The Jordanian electoral system also encourages 
people who are from powerful or well-known families to run for elections. In my 
opinion, the whole system is not working to guarantee the quality of the 
Parliament, therefore conservative people, corrupted and rich people collectively 
get the majority of seats in Parliament. Those who are hungry for power and 
status will run for elections, and therefore, the Jordanian government will ensure 
that the elected people are fiercely loyal to the King. Sadly, highly educated 
members of our society do not run for elections because they do not believe that 
politics is the answer. It is known that change is almost impossible so those 
whose voice matters have given up trying to make a change (Interview 7/2010). 

The clause in the constitution is clear that only temporary laws can be 

passed under emergency situations; however, this has not been the 

case. Husseini (2009) further explains:  

Crimes committed in the name of honour and amendments to the criminal code 
that relate to Articles of Law that deal with such crimes have been passed in this 
manner. Arguably, this occurred because the Parliament was absent and the 
likelihood of changes being rejected was slim in the absence of a newly elected 
government.  

The rise of a women’s movement, fuelled by human rights activists, came 

to prominence in Jordan in 1999 when a demand to annul Article 340 of 

the criminal code was passed to Parliament. This was strongly rejected in 

Parliament at the time; nevertheless, this is when it became evident that 

there was a strong desire for change in regard to matters concerning 

gender equality. The problem of the time was, however, that there were 

a minority of societal representatives then pushing for change and 
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equality that reflected the United Nations international human rights 

charter.  

Whilst it was evident from the comments of participants that changes to 

the law in Jordan are desired and promoted by some influential 

individuals, it was also clear that amongst the wider public these 

changes may not be so welcome. The head of the Cassation Court 

(interview 3/2009) explained that in his opinion, human rights are not 

respected in Jordan and there is a greater need for equality and social 

justice. He explains that ‘the right implementation of law according to 

the international human rights charter is to implement the law on gender 

equally – not to excuse a man for what he did because he is a man, and 

punish a woman because she is a woman, and because society may 

have perceived her to be guilty even though she may be innocent’. This 

comment touches the core of Jordanian society. What this participant 

went on to explain is that the pace at which the advancement of law is 

travelling is faster than the development of the wish for such change 

among the general public, and the awareness that is needed in regard 

to gender equality and violence against women in general.  

Scholarly literature, specific to Jordan, does not assist to shed light on this 

issue, perhaps understandably because the pace of legal and judicial 

advancement has been recent and particularly rapid since 2009. A 

number of participants observed that campaigning against violence 

against women only started in recent years. Although documenting 

crimes committed in the name of honour has been going on since the 

1990s, it is only in the last decade that a general and social debate has 

started (Husseini 2009; Nanes 2003a). This issue is significant in relation to 

legal development and advancement in Jordan because, as 

mentioned previously, laws set a precedent for public behaviour in 

regard to what is moral and just. A highly respected lawyer explained: 
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How can you expect this society to change by just amending the laws? You see, 
here in Jordan the man who kills in the name of honour will be treated as a hero 
by everyone surrounding him, even in prison. The prison guards will give those 
men special treatment. When those social circumstances are evident, how can 
we stop such crimes? It is a big problem (Interview 13/2010). 

Another informant who is heavily involved in women’s rights stated: 

How can people think that the legal advancement will stop these horrid crimes? 
The reality is that the mentality of the judges is very much male dominated, and 
when a judge hands out a sentence to a perpetrator of an honour killing, he does 
depend on the law, but it is his culture and heritage which will also influence that 
decision. The sad reality is that the judge often sympathises with the perpetrator 
and this stems from the chauvinistic and male dominated society that we live in. 
When it comes to honour cases, these judges are part of the society that regards 
honour highly. The judge often sympathises with the killer, therefore in my 
opinion, a judge is not far away from people who kill with this kind of mentality. 
This is a big problem here in Jordan (Interview 14/2009). 

For decades prior to 2009, a perpetrator of an honour crime was 

punished with six months of imprisonment. One might ask what 

precedent this set in the public mind. A prominent human rights lawyer 

(interview 2/2009) assisted my understanding of this question by 

explaining it is not justifiable for a punishment (in cases of honour killings) 

to be decreased from execution to six months imprisonment. She 

stressed ‘this is not justifiable, and in a sense, the law is encouraging the 

crimes to occur, and I believe that for those sentences to be justifiable, 

they actually have to be correct and the killing not to be based on 

gossip and unjust reasons’. This participant suggested the law before 

2009 was in line with the public mentality of the time. She observed that 

this mentality still exists in Jordan, and that this explains why such crimes 

still continue and the notion of ‘honour’ is still prevalent in society.  

Arguably, these crimes are to an extent still tolerated because the law 

can still justify them on the basis that an immoral act on the part of a 

woman occurred. This speaks volumes, as honour or killing in the name of 

honour is to an extent still justified in the eyes of society and, as 
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demonstrated above, to a certain extent in the eyes of the judiciary if 

there has been a legal justification to such murders. One can question 

whether the drastic changes to the law have created a shift in the 

mentality of the society to justify the crime if evidence exists. In the past, 

lenient sentences were being passed without proper justification, 

therefore one can question whether this sudden shift in the law could 

suddenly alter the society’s views and understanding of honour killings. 

Most of the informants whom I spoke with do not believe that a drastic 

change in the law will alter the mentality around honour. One of the 

senior and highly respected judges (interview 3/2010) observed that the 

problem of honour crimes will not be resolved by increasing the 

punishment. He explains that increasing punishments worldwide is not a 

measure for any problem, but it is the awareness of the society that 

makes the difference. He relates this to Jordan by expanding, ‘in my 

opinion, ignorance is vast in Jordan when it relates to understanding why 

crimes committed in the name of honour occur, and as a result, we are 

in desperate need of social awareness, much more than trying to solve 

this complex issue by altering the law left, right and centre’. He stresses 

that amending the laws is only a partial remedy to the problem, or as he 

calls it, ‘a Band-Aid solution’, and the core of the problem lies in the lack 

of education to citizens. 

A number of participants observed that leniency is at the core of the 

issue in relation to crimes committed in the name of honour. This, some of 

them suggested, has not only set a precedent for perpetrators and 

exemplified the notion of honour as one which relates to female immoral 

behaviour, but it has also redefined the notion of gender within Jordan 

society. A prominent Judge provided this explanation: 

I don’t know how to explain it, it is very complicated. It is almost like men and 
women are programmed in certain ways. The law does not help that either. 
Women are the carers, and men, they need to be strong and brutal. This is seen 
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in the brutality of honour crimes. It is almost as if certain men in our society are 
programmed with a level of brutality: they are programmed in a way that if a 
female relative dishonours them, they retaliate with brutality. As a result, there is 
a legal calculation that states that the repetition of the stabbing or the injury in 
general illustrates extreme anger which could not result from pre-meditating the 
crime! The reality is that the crime was pre-meditated, but you see, it is all a big 
cycle, and the legal system does not help to break down those stereotypes 
(Interview 3/2009). 

The first major amendment to Article 340 of the Jordanian Criminal Code 

occurred in 2004. The public and the Parliament heavily criticised this 

amendment; however, participants observed it was symbolic to 

women’s groups as it meant that there was hope for change and for 

eventual gender equality. The head of the Criminal Court in Jordan 

reflected on this change when he observed: 

Article 340 is a specific article. It is specific only to certain individuals. It states 
that he who surprises his wife or one of his female relatives in an act of adultery, 
and he wounds, kills or injures one or both parties, is exempt from penalty or his 
penalty gets reduced. Basically if a man sees his wife or female relative engaging 
in an act of fornication or sitting on the bed in an unlawful manner, and he injured 
or kills someone because the perpetrator was enraged with fury and anger, then 
he will be treated less harshly in a law of court. He can kill the woman or the man 
involved or both of them. As a result, he will benefit from the reduced penalty 
clause which is stated in Article 340. Also what they have changed now is that if 
the wife sees the same thing and she kills or wounds, then she can benefit from a 
reduction of penalty. The Article now includes women (Interview 7/2009).  

The contentious debate at the time was the purpose behind amending 

the above mentioned Article, as it has only been used once in the history 

of the Jordanian Criminal Code. A leading journalist (interview 4/2009) 

explained that the actual problem was not Article 340 but it was Article 

98, and that it continues to be a problem.  

7.2 The Problem with Amending Current Laws 

Most participants explained that disagreement continues in Jordan 

amongst influential individuals around the need for legal amendments to 

these particular laws. On one hand, many are strongly in favour of this 
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Article and of laws that protect men’s honour and masculinity. A 

parliamentary researcher strongly expressed:  

I will not give a thief a reduced sentence but a man who was truly protecting his 
honour, well, this is justified (Interview 8/2009). 

Furthermore, an ex-parliamentarian who was a member of the Upper 

House of Parliament during the heated debate around Article 340 

explained: 

I was in Parliament when this subject was proposed and I was against amending 
Article 340 or deleting it. Why? There was a campaign in Jordan in relation to this 
topic and the campaign was held without knowing the legal intricacies behind it. 
They should have conducted more research to realize that this Article is never 
used, but it is Article 98, which in my opinion is problematic, and it is not the 
Article that they looked at in Parliament at the time. But you see, Carol, a lot of 
men in the position of authority in this country will stand with or on the side of the 
perpetrator (Interview 13/2010).  

Participants did not offer explanations about why these laws were 

heavily debated and contested, but arguably it may be so because the 

matters at hand touch the core of family and individual values of 

everyone involved. A number of participants did make the point that 

they believed Jordanian society is not ready for this radical change 

which is being imposed on them through the legislative changes. Many 

observed the changes were the result of international pressure which has 

been placed on Jordan. The recorded number of honour crimes in 

Jordan is relatively low when compared to other countries, and so 

participants were unclear about why international media attention was 

turned on to Jordan. One of the informants suggested the international 

pressure was aid related: 

The pressure comes from international bodies and feminist organisations to 
target those cases that are related to honour killings or the defence of honour, as 
a result of international pressure. The government here has to comply because it 
falls under a great deal of international pressure whereby if the government did 
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not abide by human rights standards, international aid may be at risk, even 
stopped. So, the government responds positively to the United Nations and to 
Humanitarian organisations in order to receive aid (Interview 1/2010). 

A defence lawyer who is also a leading tribal man suggested that, 

whatever the impetus for change, the process is not helpful as it is out of 

synchronicity with societal views. He explained this by suggesting that 

‘awareness needs to be part of every societal sector. In my opinion, the 

way the government is constructing and writing bills of law is in 

opposition to the benefit of society’ (interview 1/2010). He further 

expanded on this by relating it to crimes of honour. The informant 

stipulated he is against killing women but elucidated ‘you and I cannot 

negate and annul certain convictions and values that have existed and 

dominated societies for countless generations’. He explained that those 

values cannot be amended overnight and they are linked with the 

amendment of Article 340. He gave an example in regards to this Article 

and stated that ‘in one of the meetings with other professionals, a lot of 

them said that we had to annul Article 340, but I said to them that if they 

found their wife in bed with another man, could they possibly contain 

themselves? That is why I am saying that those values are not only rules 

by legal codes’. The informant reiterated that even if all laws are 

amended, it won’t make a significant difference as societal values will 

prevail. He believes that societal values ‘are deeper than rules, laws and 

regulations’.  

Whilst very few participants used the term ‘patriarchal’ arguably, and as 

described extensively in the literature I have analysed, the matter of 

honour crimes lies in the mind-set of a patriarchal society that has 

developed over thousands of years and cannot be simply amended 

through giving the criminal code, what one participant called, a ‘face 

lift’. The same participant added: 
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If someone, for example, walks in and finds his female relative in bed with 
another, and he kills her – you know we are Oriental people, and even in western 
societies, people act out of passion, rage and anger. There is no doubt that the 
person will react accordingly and commit a crime, be it in the east or the west. 
We in Jordan and the Arab world are strongly affected by an understanding 
which stems from the notion of patriarchy. Therefore, I can say that social 
pressure comes from values and traditions in the society. Law is supposed to 
serve those factors and not work against them. For laws to become effective, 
they have to take into consideration those values and customs and co-operate 
with them. Law in general has to develop in accordance with the enlightenment 
and development of society (Interview 1/2009). 

This comment provides an opinion that was shared in some form by 

many of the participants who explained their awareness of the changes 

that are taking place and of the controversy that those changes are 

causing amongst a large sector of Jordanian society. A leading forensic 

expert (interview 14/2010) contributed a similar view by saying that ‘the 

law is being addressed and changes are being made, but it is the 

attitude of the general public which remains the problem’. 

A slightly different and potentially provocative view was presented by 

two participants who are responsible for legislative changes and who 

were interviewed together. They suggested that attention is indeed paid 

by the legislature to the sensitivity of the changes and for the need to 

consider the views of the public. One of these informants put his ideas 

forward in this way: 

A lot of the laws that we put together or are proposed to us do not get 
implemented because we take into consideration that they may be too advanced 
for our society or for the mentality that exists here in Jordan. We need to make 
sure when we construct the laws that they fit with the way the society functions at 
the time. We cannot construct laws that go against the values or the traditions of 
Jordanian society, so for example, we can’t construct a law that stops a father 
from having contact with his children completely, because we take into 
consideration how close our family structure is. It is not an easy situation here, 
and those laws that you are investigating are very sensitive because they delve 
into the core of the family unit. We cannot scratch a surface and expose 
something that the society is not ready for, therefore in every law that we revise 
and construct, we have to take into consideration the general consensus of 
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where society stands at the time this law is being proposed, amended or 
constructed (Interview 8/2010).  

Since 2006, laws concerning crimes committed in the name of honour 

have gone through a series of transformations (Nanes 2003a). The 

wording, or the structure of the law, as such has not been heavily 

amended; however, the punishment that a perpetrator receives has 

been significantly increased over a short period of time. In a span of one 

year the punishment that a perpetrator received increased from six 

months to 7 years, and to date, the minimum punishment for a crime of 

this sort is ten years.  

A number of participants expressed strong views on the issue of 

remedying honour crimes by simply increasing the punishment for them. 

A leading human rights lawyer and an ex-parliamentarian (interview 

2/2010) explained that increasing the punishment is important as it sends 

a message to individuals that ‘you can’t simply commit a crime without 

going unpunished’. She believes that accountability is one way of 

adjusting behaviours and therefore laws are integral, but continues to 

state that ‘they are not the only way to tackle this issue’. She then 

expands on this by emphasising that ‘laws are put in place to create 

order; not just to punish people who commit crimes but to prevent 

members of the society from committing crimes because they know that 

there are consequences to those actions’. 

A number of participants raised concerns about how the whole issue of 

violence against women has been addressed and questioned whether 

this had been done in a ‘proper manner’. One of the leading lawyers in 

Jordan (interview 13/2010) expressed her concern by explaining that 

Jordan was asked to amend its laws as part of an international 

campaign. She explained that laws were being amended without taking 

into account the society’s needs and that the whole approach to this 
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issue has been wrong. She commented further that ‘from the year 2000 

until today, they have tried to amend the law many times, but it has not 

stopped this problem, and those crimes will not stop’. 

Another lawyer added to this view by explaining: 

We cannot stop or decrease those crimes simply by making or imposing harsher 
punishments, because no matter how much we increase the punishment, the 
criminal will still commit the crime and will commit the crime despite the penalty 
and the punishment set out in the law. If we are ever to remedy this situation, we 
need to research and search for a reason as to why those crimes are occurring. 
We need to dissect the problem before amending the law, and not amend the law 
without dissecting the problem, and at this moment of time, in my opinion, 
increasing the punishment is a big mistake (Interview 1/2010).  

It is clear from the participants in this research, as well as from the recent 

literature on the subject (Abu Hassan & Welchman 2005; Eisner & 

Ghuneim 2013), that in Jordan a large amount of work and effort has 

focused on those crimes from a legal perspective. It is also clear that 

most of the participants believe that for a long-term solution to be found 

it is the attitudes of society that need to be worked on rather than 

changing the law and penalties attached to crimes of honour.  A 

leading sociologist (interview 5/2010) at the University of Jordan 

illustrated that honour crimes will not stop ‘because societal traditions will 

remain and also customs will remain’. He stipulates that these crimes are 

part of the Jordanian society and that such a problem will continue. He 

adds that ‘even if the law may have a role in decreasing the number of 

crimes committed in the name of honour, it will not stop them’. 

A forensic doctor in Jordan complemented these observations in her 

statement: 

The law does have an effect on the society but it needs to work in parallel with 
the events and the mentality of this society. The law needs to work in line with the 
government, with education and with the society at large in accordance with their 
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needs. Our laws make a very large distinction between men and women. The 
issue of crimes committed in the name of honour is not simply just a legal issue, 
but also one that is largely societal, and is inherited through generations. It 
equally makes women accepting of such violence (Interview 6/2009).  

What appears to be being argued by these participants is that the 

awareness and the changes that are occurring in Jordan are, in many 

ways, superficial as they are occurring through social media networks, 

journalism and campaigning. These tools of change, although 

imperative, appear to be only scratching the surface of necessary 

change which, participants argued, needs to be driven from within all 

levels of government as a means of instigating gender equality. An 

influential lawyer (interview 1/2010) in Jordan explained the difficulties 

involved and indicated that current laws are contradictory because the 

laws that are passed do not go hand in hand ‘with our values, and as a 

result such contradictions take place as our social values have a stronger 

pull than the law’. He continued to observe: 

The value of honour is stronger than any law that has been set. The issue of 
honour concerns everyone in society. Those social and traditional values go back 
to thousands of years, but in contrast, the present day laws are only just recently 
set. Therefore, you cannot contain all these traditions and values by a set of laws 
or to try and impose those laws: traditions and values are stronger than the laws 
and you can’t simply stop these murders from taking place just by setting laws 
and amending them (Interview 1/2010).  

What is apparent from the responses and views of participants is that the 

idea of crimes committed in the name of honour is highly complex. They 

explained that the term honour not only signifies purity and chastity in 

women within Jordanian society, but it also reflects the fact that 

protection of the family is at the heart of this concept as a whole. Yet, 

they observed, the crime itself goes far beyond the notion of protection. 

A poignant observation was made by a few participants that the life of 

the female is not highly valued in families where honour crimes take 

place and, indeed, no protection is in place for her. In previous chapters 
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I have drawn attention to the definition of the term honour as one that is 

not set, but one that carries a level of fluidity that infiltrates every level of 

society in Jordan. A forensic doctor assisted me in understanding this 

more clearly: 

The structure of society in Jordan is very complex, and it has an impact on how 
we start viewing the world around us. These crimes have a layer of secrecy 
surrounding them which contradicts the notions of family, because the brother or 
the father should be responsible for protecting their female relative and for giving 
her safety and security and not killing her or making her live in constant fear 
(Interview 14/2010).  

A prominent family lawyer explained: 

I can confidently say that the mistake or the problem is not in the law: it is a chain 
of mistakes and problems. It is in the way or upbringing, in our mentality, our 
heritage, our culture, and what we inherit from this culture. It is in the way people 
treat one other, it is in the social interactions as well as the formal interactions 
(Interview 10/2009).  

7.3 Legal Amendments in Jordan Since 2009 

The year 2009 was significant in Jordan in relation to crimes committed in 

the name of honour. A specialised tribunal of judges was formed to deal 

solely with cases relating to family honour. One of the defence lawyers 

that I interviewed explained that Judge Yassin Abdullat formed a special 

judicial tribunal to deal with those cases. Most recently, on the 1 July 

2010, they added an additional article (Article 345) to the Criminal 

Code. 

Article 345 is an extension to Article 98 of the criminal code and its main 

aim is to protect women and children. A lawyer and human rights activist 

(interview 2/2010) explained that as of the 1 July 2010, the Criminal Code 

of Jordan was amended whereby Article 345 was added to the code. 

This Article protects the rights of children below the age of 15 and 

women of any age. She adds that ‘no party will benefit from the 
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reduction of sentence if the victim is a child or a woman’. Although this 

explanation suggests the change referred to is a positive one as it is 

aimed at protecting the most vulnerable members of the society, this 

particular Article was passed as a temporary law at a time when 

Parliament in Jordan was dissolved. According to other participants it 

poses several problems. They explained to me that most of the 

temporary laws are passed during the absence of Parliament, which 

signifies that there may be resistance from within the Parliament against 

such laws. Furthermore, it was suggested, these quick amendments 

suggest a level of corruption within government as the constitution 

clearly states that temporary laws can only be passed under a state of 

emergency. A leading prosecutor (interview 15/2010) in the Criminal 

Court explained that in his opinion there is corruption in the government 

‘because every time Parliament is absent, temporary laws are created 

left, right and centre’. He explained that this is how Article 345 came 

about and the ‘Constitution states that those laws need to be created 

under a state of emergency, but I do not see where the emergency is in 

this situation, therefore I feel that whoever is in the position to create such 

laws is taking advantage of the absence of the Parliament’. 

These participants highlighted the contradictions. On the one hand laws 

are passed in the absence of the Parliament when there isn’t a state of 

emergency affecting the society. On the other hand, the changes that 

are made are important from a rights perspective and are desired by a 

few people within the government.  

One of my legally sophisticated informants advised that when the 

Parliament was elected and selected, the law was rejected once it was 

considered by the Parliament. This, she said, suggests there was a division 

within the government as a whole. For such a change to be instigated in 

a way that is non-controversial, the desire for that change needs be 
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uniform throughout the whole government and not held by only a few. 

She pointed out that government employees are also members of the 

Jordanian public, so for change to be instigated from within the 

government, the public in general needs to be made aware. In this 

case, the public needed to be made aware and educated concerning 

the issue of gender equality and violence against women. In particular, 

they needed to be advised that honour crimes violate the international 

human rights convention. A human rights lawyer explained the 

requirements thus: 

Change will not only occur through changing the laws, because the 
implementation of law and how you practise law is by and through people who 
possess different mentalities. The law is one aspect of this problem, but we need 
to train the judges and the police: to raise awareness about it and to stop the 
tolerant mentality towards this practice, otherwise it will never change, and 
everyone will always find an excuse. So the real change will happen when people 
start to believe that this practice should not happen at all, and this will, sadly, take 
a very long time (Interview 10/2009).  

In exploring further an understanding about what occurs in Parliament 

when such laws are put forward for amendment, I was told by one 

participant, who is a member of the Jordanian Parliament: 

There is a lot of testosterone in the Jordanian Parliament, and they want to 
control things. When laws relating to this sensitive subject are brought to the 
attention of the Lower House and they get rejected, the explanation from the 
members of the Lower House is that they wanted to hold close to their culture 
and tradition (Interview 2/2009). 

This participant (interview 2/2009) added, ‘there is also fear within 

Parliamentary politics that if someone stands up for those sensitive issues, 

they may very well be accused of being in favour of adultery and 

immoral behaviour’. In clarifying this comment, she explained that ‘what 

is happening in Jordan on the Parliamentary level is that despite those 

men being in powerful positions, they still view women as inferior, and 

what is really happening is that any law or amendment that concerns 
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women gets attacked by the Lower House because they believe that 

the West is influencing the way policies are made, and also they do not 

like the idea of a woman gaining full equality to a man, but the reality is 

that those concerns are now being raised within Jordanian society itself’. 

She believes that Jordanian women who do not want to be inferior in 

Parliament or in the Jordanian society are raising these concerns.  

As explained in Chapter Three, the Lower House of the Jordanian 

Parliament is composed of members of the wider Jordanian society who 

represent each locality and municipality in the Kingdom. Therefore, any 

change occurring in Jordan has to come from within the government. 

Participants explained in some detail that since the government is 

composed of members of the society, a change of any major sort will 

not eventuate without the desire of change deriving from the society as 

a whole. They explained that legal change has been initiated on 

numerous occasions within the Jordanian Parliament; however, it has 

been strongly rejected every time laws dealing with gender equality and 

crimes of honour are proposed.  

It was explained by participants that as early as 1999, the Royal Family 

had pushed for Article 340 to be completely deleted from the Criminal 

Code. One of the members of Parliament who was interviewed 

explained: 

Members of the Lower House of Parliament, including three elected women, 
rejected this amendment, as they did not want to see women have total freedom. 
The Royal Family wanted to amend the law; however, it was rejected at the time 
(Interview 14/2009).  

7.4 Change Occurs From ‘Within’ 

Participants explained that one of the main issues occurring in Jordan is 

that the law is advancing at a pace much faster than that of society’s 
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long-held beliefs and opinions. A number also expressed the opinion that 

representation in the Jordanian Parliament is not uniform, and neither is it 

progressive. An ex-parliamentarian and a leading human rights lawyer in 

Jordan stated: 

If power balances in our society were fair and democratic, then Parliament would 
reflect the progress of society. I believe that some people, but not all, in society 
are progressive: there is still a large segment of highly conservative people in 
Jordan. Driving change within a country usually occurs through the elitist 
members of the society. The elite movement is usually a minority, which focuses 
on attracting a majority of the population in order to implement change. We did 
not reach this, even on the level of amending the election law in order to reflect 
better social beliefs (Interview 2/2010).  

What was being stated very clearly throughout these interviews is the 

solution to honour crimes does not solely lie within the legal framework. 

This problem of crimes committed in the name of honour is one that is 

deeply entrenched within the fabric of society and within the definition 

of honour. A leading family lawyer (interview 10/2009) in Jordan 

reiterated, ‘I can confidently say that the mistake or the problem is not 

only within the law: it is a chain of mistakes and problems’. She expressed 

that the issue is at the centre of upbringing and the mentality, or how she 

puts it, ‘our heritage, and our culture, and what we inherit from the 

culture. It is in the way people treat others’. Furthermore, a leading 

forensic doctor (interview 6/2009) explained that the law is not 

preventing honour crimes, and in her opinion, ‘neither is religion, and 

hence culture is one of the main factors here’. She strongly expressed 

the view that culture is generally dominant in regards to honour crimes, 

and she believed that it is hard to ‘re-program’ people to disregard the 

issue of honour within the society. 

As illustrated in previous chapters, it is expected that women behave in 

certain ways within Jordan, and the same is true of men within the 

society. One of the journalists whom I interviewed explained: 
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All problems in our society stem from the home environment, as parents are very 
strict and women do not have good relationships with their parents; therefore, 
they start living in fear, and doing everything behind their family’s backs. You 
see, Jordan is a very connected place, and the problem is that people talk a lot, 
and in a lot of cases women die because of gossip, because they tainted the 
family’s reputation. I really believe that those crimes will not stop because the 
mistake is within us as people, in our education system and in our culture and 
tradition, and in the traditions that we inherit (Interview 10/2010). 

Furthermore, a family lawyer whom I interviewed further explained how 

this issue is entrenched within the Jordanian familial system: 

This is where and when the abuse in families starts; when equality no longer 
exists. Girls are always brought up with the sense that they are always under the 
men’s control and their mission is to please the menfolk and to act in certain 
ways. When the girls get married, then the cycle continues, therefore when 
physical violence begins, women do not stand up for their rights as they have 
been brought up with the understanding that they should not question the man’s 
authority (Interview 10/2009).  

These comments help to explain how the problem of honour violence lies 

in the way society views gender, as men and women are prescribed 

such different roles. If they stray from the prescribed roles they risk 

becoming victims of the notion of honour. Although there has not been 

an honour murder recorded against men, this is not to say that they have 

never occurred. However, the way honour has been defined throughout 

Jordan is only attached to female behaviour. Participants were clear in 

their recognition that if men do not uphold the honour of their family by 

protecting their female relatives, they may then be seen to have 

dishonoured the family. A human rights activist (interview 5/2009) 

expressed that the main issue is how children are brought up and how 

honour is being constructed in their minds. She expressed, ‘boys are 

brought up with the responsibility that they need to safeguard their 

sisters’. 
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A leading defence lawyer further explained the philosophy behind this 

crime by linking it to the society as a whole, and especially to the notion 

of honour: 

Let me explain why a man kills when the news spreads around. He will not kill his 
sister or female relative if there is no shameful news. It is only when gossip 
spreads and the people start to look at him or refer to him, so he will commit the 
murder that society has pushed him to do. The perpetrator does not do it out of 
his own will but it is because the society exerts a certain pressure on him. In 
other words, the murderer also becomes the victim. The woman is a victim, but 
he becomes a victim too (Interview 1/2009).  

Two judges whom I interviewed together in 2009 emphasised this point: 

When a man commits that kind of crime, he does not take into consideration the 
legal element of the situation or what the consequences may be. He acts out of 
pure impulse and anger. He kills because he considers that the female relative 
has done something that has shamed him, shamed his morals and his family, 
that she has done something that has dishonoured him (Interview 11/2009, 
Interview 12/2009). 

Another defence lawyer who has represented a large number of men 

who have killed in the name of honour stated: 

When I interview those men who kill, there is nothing in this world that will change 
their minds. They become victims to the whole society and the only way to live a 
normal life again is to cleanse their honour and to kill the person who brought 
shame upon them. When they are released from prison, they become ‘real men’ 
and they continue to live normal lives (Interview 1/2010). 

Men who kill their female relatives are part of the wider Jordanian 

society. Numerous participants also expressed apprehension in regard to 

the way judges treat those types of crimes. They expressed the view that 

appointed judges are ones who mostly possess that kind of mentality; 

they view men who kill in the name of honour as humans but not as 

criminals. A leading female activist (interview 14/2009) expressed it thus, 

‘the judge is not far away from those people who possess this kind of 

mentality, and therefore there is a lot of sympathy towards the 
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perpetrator and there always will be’. She explained that this is a big part 

of the problem and ‘in order for this to stop, we have to re-program the 

whole mentality of the society and focus on ways to educate the 

younger generations in a different manner’. She emphasised that 

educating the society is more important than educating the judges, as 

‘those judges are part of the larger society’. 

Several participants explained that the problem does not solely lie with 

the fact that law is not implemented properly or that judges are handing 

down lenient sentences, but that part of the problem resides in the way 

these crimes are being investigated. A leading figure in the court 

expressed it this way: 

From a legal perspective, we do not have a very solid investigatory system which 
ties all governmental agencies together. The crimes that occur in Jordan are a 
result of accumulating mistakes in the society. There is a high level of ignorance 
in the society and a lack of solid education is what allows for those crimes to 
continue. What we need to embrace is the reality of this situation, and it is not an 
easy one (Interview 3/2009). 

As observed earlier in the thesis, families in Jordan are very closely 

connected and it is considered shameful to bring outsiders into issues 

occurring within the family. Services to help families, such as women’s 

refuges, were only established in the last decade. One of the reasons for 

this is the expectation that families ‘sort out their own problems’. Unlike 

the legislature in most Western societies, the State in Jordan is divorced 

from interfering in a family’s business, so when crimes of honour occur, 

police and other investigatory bodies do not have the means to 

investigate this issue deeply, and if they do, the family will keep what 

actually happened a secret; they will ‘stand with one another’. A 

member of the Appeals Court (interview 3/2009) in Jordan emphasised 

that ‘defence lawyers play an integral role in conveying information to 

the police and the courts, and it is sad to say that they have a role in 
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manipulating the information presented and the evidence presented to 

fit into the legal articles’. He also explained that defence lawyer knows 

how judges implement the law, and ‘hence they will manipulate the 

stories to fit within the guidelines of sentencing’. 

A number of participants explained how the family itself plays a major 

role in the reduction of a perpetrator’s sentence. In Jordan, closeness of 

family and family unity are factors within the Criminal Code enabling 

concessions to be made with regard to sentencing. For example, a 

family has a right to drop any grudge against the alleged perpetrator 

and to show forgiveness. In Jordan, punishments are divided into two 

sections: there is a punishment that is handed down from the State, and 

a punishment that is handed down on behalf of the family. It was 

explained that in cases that involve honour crimes, the family usually 

forgo their part of the punishment and show forgiveness towards the 

perpetrator.  

A prominent researcher (interview 14/2009) in Jordan explained ‘if the 

son is the one who killed, then the father or the rest of the family drops 

their personal charges, which as a result halves the perpetrator’s 

sentence, and then what is left is the general rights of the State, which is 

up to the judge to decide’. A number of participants pointed out the 

irony of this sort of situation. On the one hand it discredits the victim’s life 

because the whole family backs the perpetrator and supports him. On 

the other hand, it also reflects the legal structure in valuing the unity of 

family in Jordan even if it is detrimental towards victims. One of the 

journalists (interview 10/2010) I interviewed explained ‘the dropping of 

personal charges clause does not only happen in crimes committed in 

the name of honour: it also happens in most of the crimes in Jordan, and 

as a result it reduces the penalty that a perpetrator truly deserves’. She 

continues to describe, ‘even in cases of child sexual abuse and incest, 
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when the matter reaches the Court, you will often find that the mother 

drops her rights against the father, and as a result, his sentence is halved. 

Do you think that those perpetrators are really deserving of this?’. 

7.5 Discussion 

These observations of research participants about the failure of the 

changes to the law are usefully informed by the growing scholarship 

within the linked arenas of law and social policy reform. In her seminal 

work, Law and Social Change, Anleu (2000) writes: 

In the wake of reliance on law to further desired social transformations, there is 
widespread disillusionment regarding the persistence of inequalities and the 
resistance of social institutions and actors to changed legal environments. Many 
therefore suggest that law is an ineffective source of social change and does not 
readily translate into altered social practices. However, the effects of new 
legislation or new judicial interpretations of social life are difficult to evaluate 
precisely, and it is rather naive to expect that legal change will directly and 
simplistically translate into expected social changes. The expectation that law will 
have anticipated results belies positivistic reasoning, that is, that one set of 
changes in the law directly causes the anticipated change. 

What Anleu is suggesting is that it is ‘naïve’ to believe changes in law 

can on their own create ‘social transformation’ and changes in ‘social 

practices’. Her position is there is often continued resistance by members 

of all societies to changes in the law and that other associated changes 

are necessary if real social transformation is to be realised. This 

observation captures the essence of what is conveyed by the 

participants as analysed in this chapter.  

Additionally, Parson (1964, p. 351) puts forward: 

[O]ne can identify the development of a general legal system as a crucial aspect 
of societal evolution. A general legal system is an integrated system of 
universalistic norms, applicable to the society as a whole rather than to a few 
functional or segmental sectors, highly generalized in terms of principles and 
standards, and relatively independent of both the religious agencies that 
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legitimize the normative order of the society and vested interest groups in the 
operative sector, particularly the government. 

In making these assertions, Parsons is asserting that legislation should be 

written and passed in accordance with the needs of the society and the 

changes occurring within a society. What is apparent from the analysis of 

interviews with participants in this research is the strong perception that 

changing laws in Jordan are not representing the needs or the mentality 

of the society.  

There is a large body of scholarly literature that extrapolates how the law 

operates in Jordan. Some of the main scholars who provide an insight 

into this, and in particular the laws around honour crimes, are Faqir (2001) 

and Abu Hassan and Welchman (2005). These scholars provide 

definitions and explanations about the laws in Jordan, specifically these 

that are used in criminal trials of perpetrators of honour killings.  

Other scholars, such as Plant (2006), Nanes (2003), Sonbol (2003) and 

Warrick (2005) discuss the amendments to the Jordanian legal code, 

and explain how these amendments may play out in the political arena. 

The research participants in this chapter shed additional light on this 

arena and have particularly highlighted the enmeshment between the 

laws with societal beliefs. What appears to have been absent from this 

important scholarship is evidence-based analysis about why significant 

legal change has not worked in Jordan, and why such crimes continue 

to occur. This is where the participants in this research start to fill a gap in 

the knowledge behind the reasons why legal changes are not a remedy 

to this issue. The research participants present a personal and quite 

unified view about how embedded the concept of honour is within the 

society, and they coherently and persuasively suggest it is within the 

society that change needs to occur – that legislative change will not 

suffice. 
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It has not been possible within the boundaries of this thesis to explore the 

emerging and extensive scholarship connecting the law and policy 

arenas. However, this scholarship undoubtedly holds promise for 

shedding more light on the findings and what they might suggest in 

relation to more effective mechanisms – both legal and attitudinal - for 

eradicating crimes of honour. 

In conclusion, this chapter provides strong descriptions and explanations 

from well informed experts about why and how the law in Jordan is 

progressing at a pace faster than that of the society. The chapter 

illustrates that the issue in Jordan cannot be remedied simply through 

amending the laws. In the following chapter I examine the societal 

sphere in Jordan, and describe how participants describe how crimes 

committed in the name of so-called honour play an integral role in 

shaping the way society is forming. I also outline what, in the opinion of 

research participants, would be a long term remedy for this complex 

issue. 
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Chapter 8: Society and ‘Honour’ 

This Chapter puts forward the participants’ views and their perceptions 

of the way honour is perceived within society. In the previous two 

chapters, an in-depth exploration of the notions of honour and law were 

demonstrated as seen through the perspectives of the research 

participants. It became evident that the focus point ‘honour’ is deeply 

entrenched in Jordanian society, including governmental institutions. This 

chapter will deconstruct what society means to the participants and 

how honour is a pliable concept that embeds itself within each segment 

of Jordanian society. 

Whilst analysing the data and entering it into NVivo sub-nodes emerged 

as shown in the snapshot below from the NVivo tree: 

Figure 8-1:  Society Tree Node 

 
For the purpose of this chapter, I firstly present the data from sub node 1 

under the heading of ‘attitudes within Jordanian society’. Included in this 

discussion are comments made by participants about honour and law. 

Within the sub-node of ‘society and progression’ I then discuss the issues 

of gender, virginity and then gossip/reputation. Within this overview of 

society and progression I also briefly present additional views of 

participants on their perceptions of honour in Jordanian society and 

culture. Finally, I present informants’ views under a heading of ‘where to 
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from here’?, which addresses the sub node of education and in which I 

put forward the suggestions of participants about ways of remediating 

the complex problem of honour crimes in Jordan.  

8.1 Attitudes Within Jordanian Society  

As described in Chapter Seven, attitudes towards honour and crimes 

committed in the name of honour are very diverse in Jordan. Attitudes 

towards the harshening of legal penalties were also shown to be both 

diverse and contested. Participants highlighted this diversity of views, 

and in so doing shed more light on some of the observations made in the 

previous two chapters. A prominent female defence lawyer and ex-

parliamentarian (interview 2/2009) explained that the problem in Jordan 

is two-fold. She believes that the issue stems from the environmental 

construct of society, and secondly, it is an issue that relates to customs 

and traditions. She believes that Jordanian society should embrace their 

customs and traditions but not kill in its name. 

In illustrating the complexity of this link between honour and society a 

female forensic doctor stated: 

The importance of what society thinks becomes more dominant than the love that 
a man has for his sister. The environment in which someone grows up in has a 
big impact on the person that they become. The structure of the society in Jordan 
is one which is very complex, and it has an impact on how we start viewing the 
world around us. These crimes have a layer of secrecy surrounding them as they 
contradict the notion of family. A father or a brother should be responsible for 
protecting their female relatives and for giving them safety and security, not for 
making them live in fear and insecurity (Interview 6/2009). 

This comment describes a particular gender inequality that is present in 

Jordanian society. This inequality associated with honour penetrates the 

boundaries of many Jordanian homes. A number of authors have 

described this gender inequality and explained that it is evident within 

government institutions, schools, universities, and everyday life in Jordan. 
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It is evident in the way women adhere to set roles within the society, the 

family, the home and at work (Abu-Odeh 1996; Al-Badayneh 2012; Ali 

2008). In many of the long conversations with research participants, this 

inequality was explored and all participants talked about how it fuels the 

meaning of honour within Jordanian society. One of the judges 

(interview 3/2009) explained that in order for the Jordanian society to 

accept equality, children have to be nurtured in an environment which 

promotes equality. He further expressed, ‘this is why there are many 

different mentalities in Jordan, some are open, some are conservative’. 

Participants observed that for awareness and education to work, new 

formulations of the meaning of honour need to be insinuated into the 

home of every family. Such a vast change and radical form of 

education is one which, informants suggested, needs to be imposed 

through the media, as well as via a range of government services. A 

human rights lawyer explained the challenge associated with this issue: 

There is a section of society where women teach their daughters all the wrong 
values and make them feel inferior because of the gender they were born to. This 
occurs because they actually do not know their rights; their lifestyle is the only life 
they know. They were born and brought up with this knowledge so they pass it to 
their children, and so on (Interview 14/2009). 

One of the main findings of this thesis, and as mentioned in the previous 

two chapters is that change in Jordan cannot occur simply through 

changing the legal codes and penalties surrounding crimes committed 

in the name of honour. Participants commented that Jordan is facing 

problems with the eruption of the ‘Arab Spring’ which is pushing for fast 

governmental changes. According to participants, Jordanian society 

may not be ready for, and may not embrace, changes that are 

imposed due to international pressures. The research data shows that this 

societal resistance has been evident over the past six years in relation to 

penalties surrounding crimes of honour. As the punishment significantly 
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increased, the rate of the crime did not decrease. This is indicative that a 

more holistic approach to social change is needed in Jordan. One of the 

young lawyers (interview 9/2009) I interviewed, who is also heavily 

involved in campaigning for gender equality, explained that the issue at 

hand requires much more than just amending laws. She explains that 

‘there is nothing that is really stopping the judiciary from increasing the 

sentence or making the penalties harsher, but if those things did happen, 

do you think that this will radically change the mentality of the general 

public? I can assure you that it won’t’. She strongly elucidates that the 

solution to the issue of honour killings lies in the way mentality changes 

around Jordanian society, heritage, and culture. Through her work as a 

lawyer, she reflected on some of the legal amendments that occurred, 

and concluded that ‘a large percentage of the public believes that the 

punishment meted out to perpetrators should not increase’. A member 

of the Criminal Court in Jordan helped to explain this point further: 

I believe that honour crimes will not stop; however, they will decrease. I feel that 
increasing the penalty and making the sentences harsher will decrease the 
number of crimes that may occur per year, but the law is not everything; there are 
other factors that need to be tackled (Interview 11/2010). 

Most of the research participants who belonged to the legal profession 

had opposed the sudden increase in punishment that had occurred 

without broad consultation and societal understanding at the time of the 

changes. Many of them acknowledged that this sudden move forward 

was a result of international pressure and attention being shed on Jordan 

as a society that was seen to be remaining ‘stagnant’ within the Middle 

East. One of the female defence lawyers (interview 13/2009) explained 

that ‘Jordan has recently signed the CEDAW3 Convention in 1980, and 

CEDAW imposes strict conditions on the government in relation to 

gender equality’. She then expands and says that these crimes will not 

stop because the ‘society does not really acknowledge the existence of 
                                            
3 CEDAW stands for the Convention for Elimination of Discrimination Against Women.  
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the CEDAW Convention’. Another female defence lawyer and ex-

parliamentarian further explained: 

It doesn’t matter how many international conventions Jordan signs. If the people 
are not willing to embrace change, nothing can be done. Nothing can be done 
anyway because in my opinion we are tackling this wrongly. We need a lot of 
further effort at dissecting this culture, understanding our values and the 
mentality of the people. We need to work on empowering women and bridging 
the gap between men and women. We need to also find ways of empowering the 
women to stand up for their rights and face the difficulties in their lives. We also 
need to work on the services available to women, as there isn’t much help for 
them to turn to (Interview 2/2010). 

A female academic commented: 

I get the feeling that people do not really want to address this issue, if you know 
what I mean, because if you want to change a law, or if you want to enact a new 
one, you have to pave the way for it, and I believe that we have failed as a 
country to pave the way for enacting laws or even changing old ones. Laws 
represent societies, and in my opinion, Jordan has failed in that sense, especially 
with the recent changes to laws being implemented in honour killing cases. I 
don’t know what to tell you apart from the fact that nothing is going to change 
easily here, as people are not ready to embrace such a change because ‘honour’ 
is very much engrained within the fabric of Jordanian society (Interview 6/2010). 

As has been discussed in previous chapters, Jordan is a progressive 

nation with a highly complex and diverse society. Participants described 

the problem as one where on the one hand, the government is ready to 

embrace change, but on the other, society may not be ready for it.  

They noted that with the Arab Spring and the rise of nations, this will be a 

year of change for Jordan. The view of most informants was that the 

implications of these major international pressures on crimes committed 

in the name of honour are yet to be determined. However, most of them 

were clear that it is service delivery and the mind-sets of individuals that 

need to change. An ex-parliamentarian (interview 13/2010) explained 

that the legal approach alone is not enough and that the government 

and society need to ‘work on the culture, then the law will take its 

course’. He further stated, ‘culture encompasses upbringing, morals, 
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religion, mentality and education. All of those issues have to do with the 

topic of crimes committed in the name of honour’.  

One of the main themes emerging is the uniformity amongst the 

participants that the issue at hand is much more complex than changing 

the law. One of the male judges (interview 12/2009) whom I interviewed 

linked the issue of attitudes with the lack of awareness in Jordan. He 

gave a deeply personal perspective, stating that ‘the society here in 

Jordan is a male-dominated, masculine society and the level of societal 

awareness has been stagnant for many years and the culture of honour 

is very much entrenched into our identity’. He continued by providing 

the following personal story: 

I’ll give you an example: when I was studying at the judicial academy, I had a 
colleague who studied with me; he was a commander in the army. He told me 
that he was married but on the wedding night, when he had intercourse with his 
wife, she did not bleed. After one month, he divorced her for that reason. It just 
goes to show how poor societal education is, and how unequal men and women 
really are. I always question myself though about where this mentality came from. 
In traditional villages, this kind of mentality is even worse and a lot of people may 
be very well educated and study overseas, but the problem is that when they 
return to Jordan, they return to the society they came from and they are forced to 
conform back to the traditions that they grew up with. It just goes to show that 
moving forward is a very difficult task (Interview 12/2009). 

Most informants commented that there was a significant problem in 

relation to societal awareness. One of the lawyers (interview 15/2010) 

explained that awareness on the issue of honour and honour killings 

should be achieved ‘throughout the entire society, but in my opinion, the 

real problem exists within the households and what children are being 

taught about this issue and how their parents are bringing them up’. 

Another participant, who is a senior defence lawyer provides further 

insight on the importance of awareness: 

Awareness needs to be part of every societal sector. In my opinion, the way the 
government is constructing and writing Bills of law is against the benefit of the 
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society as a whole. You can’t pass such laws if the society is not ready for them. 
Does that not tell us that there is a bigger problem? (Interview 1/2010) 

A former parliamentarian (interview 13/2010) further explained that ‘the 

legal approach alone is not enough – the problem lies in the culture and 

the culture alone’. He went on to include that ‘culture encompasses 

upbringing, morals, religion, mentality and education. All of those issues 

have got to do with the topic of crimes committed in the name of 

honour’. Most of the informants stressed the need for education. They 

expressed the strong view that the answer to the question of how to 

change behaviours and reduce or eradicate honour crimes lies in the 

way society is educated. A female judge commented: 

You have to remember that societal education is the most important factor and 
we need to keep that in mind. I do want to stress again that mentalities can 
change, but when you are trapped into a bigger and negative mentality, you often 
go back to your own roots. Education is needed in the homes and most 
importantly amongst parents. I actually don’t think that we can fix the past 
generations, but we need to focus on the future ones. We need to start from the 
root of the problem (Interview 11/2009). 

Another participant shed a different light on this argument and added to 

its significance by indicating: 

In Jordan we have one of the highest levels of education amongst the population, 
especially amongst the young population. However, no matter how high the level 
of education is, the meaning and understanding of the term ‘honour’ still derives 
from the cultural and traditional meaning. This demonstrates that education has 
not really removed the notion and perception of honour from the minds of those 
young people, and although women have reached high places in this society, the 
perception of women has not really changed (Interview 13/2009). 

8.2 Society and Progression 

In the next section of this chapter I present informants’ views on how they 

perceive Jordanian society can progress further and what obstacles 

they see standing in the way of successful change. I also cover their 
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views on gender, virginity and gossip/reputation within Jordanian 

society.  

8.2.1 The Gender Divide  

As illustrated in previous chapters, the definition of honour is very much 

intertwined with the meaning of gender in Jordan. Gender inequality is 

an issue that the society as well as the government have been battling 

for a long time (Abu-Odeh 1996; Al-Badayneh 2012). A section of the 

society is highly progressive and liberal. However, amongst the majority 

of Jordanians the divide between men and women is highly visible and 

often goes unnoticed by women themselves. A number of authors have 

commented that there is a hunger for education that is not only 

received at schools, but an education which informs men and women of 

their rights according to international human rights conventions (Husseini 

2009). 

Contemporary scholarship on the intertwined concepts of gender and 

honour was addressed in Chapter Two. This section presents the 

perspectives of informants on this matter as they describe the problem of 

honour crimes and the long-term fight against violence against women 

in Jordan. A human rights lawyer (interview 10/2009) explained that 

‘femininity and masculinity are defined notions, where God has given 

specific skills to males and females, for example in the way their bodies 

are constructed and in their physical strength and capacity, but 

considered as individuals; they are equal’. She added that for equality 

between the sexes to occur, ‘society needs to work as a unit’. Informants 

such as this one noted that femininity in Jordan is considered to be very 

sacred. Within a large percentage of the society, women are viewed as 

unattainable until marriage. They emphasised this unattainability is linked 

with the importance of virginity and chastity, and aims to ensure that sex 

within the society is something that can only be practised after marriage. 
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The centrality of virginity for Jordanian people is illustrated within religious 

texts and within traditional values and customs. A prominent family 

lawyer described this link in the following way: 

In certain sectors of our society, women are untouched commodities and men’s 
attitudes towards women become rather desperate. Women are also made to 
feel unequal to men. There is also the mentality that a man is better than a 
woman (Interview 2/2009). 

A human rights lawyer (interview 10/2009) explained the issue further 

when she stated, ‘God also created the women to contribute to society 

by giving birth, therefore she should not be made to feel alienated but 

she should be protected’. She claimed that in Jordanian society, men 

and women have segregated roles and women are expected to be 

‘shy, quiet, and submissive to the males in her family’. A female judge 

(interview 11/2009) further added that reputation in Jordan is the core of 

everything. She linked the notion of reputation to gender, and added 

‘even if there was a perfect law set in place, at the end of the day, the 

law will not remedy the problem as there is no awareness in regard to 

gender equality and nothing that advocates for equality between men 

and women’. She also bravely commented that if a man’s reputation is 

tarnished in Jordan, he will not be killed because he is male; however, 

the fate of women is different. 

A highly respect defence lawyer further explained: 

Cultures are very different, and the way we respect ourselves and our bodies has 
become associated with our honour. We also have another problem in our 
society, and that is the issue of frustration. Because the subject of sex is taboo, it 
causes a lot of frustration and I believe this has a role in altering the way men 
and women perceive gender in Jordan (Interview 1/2009). 

Arguably, for gender equality to be achieved, the whole perception of 

men and women needs to change in Jordan. Informants suggest this 

can only occur through a shift in services and in education delivery. 
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Furthermore, they say, it needs to change through female representation 

in the Jordanian Parliament. For such a change to occur, it needs to be 

pushed through the government and an awareness campaign needs to 

be made accessible to all individuals living in Jordan. As explained a 

number of times and described in the chapter on the history of Jordan, 

the family unit in this country is built upon the notion of patriarchy. 

Therefore, as participants have observed, a change of such proportions 

is one that is likely to require several generations. A family lawyer 

(interview 2/2009) expressed this struggle by stating ‘the whole notion is 

about power struggle within the family and society. For men to be 

dominant of women’s behaviour, and that women should be under the 

care of a man’. Several participants linked this to the issue of masculinity 

and gender divide. One of the lawyers (interview 10/2009) expressed 

that there is a big difference between being a man and masculinity in 

Jordan. She emphasised, ‘masculinity is very cherished in our society and 

you can’t let go of the facets that contribute to your masculinity, and as 

long as we hold on to those ideas very strongly, nothing will change, 

legally or socially’.  

Alternatively, a human’s rights lawyer (interview 10/2009) identified 

where she believed the problem may lie and indicated, ‘I feel like we 

keep working on gender issues and we are putting a tremendous 

amount of effort into this, but very little is changing’. She reiterated in her 

comments to me that change can only occur through changing the 

way Jordanian society is constructed. This is a view that was shared by a 

large number of participants. Her comments were very well articulated, 

as she continues to indicate, ‘we have to work on this issue collectively, 

and not individually, but the majority of the population does not want to 

embrace change’. She also commented that what is being done in 

Jordan today to instil change is not working, but she could not comment 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

226 

on what that is, as she said that something else needs to happen that will 

inject change into the society. 

The above views on gender construction in Jordan are also linked with 

societal perceptions on the issue surrounding virginity and how virginity is 

socially constructed.  

8.2.2 Virginity – A Complex Composition 

It was explained to me at length by participants that the notion of 

virginity in Jordan is one that transcends the medical sphere. This issue 

was outlined in the earlier discussion on the structure of Jordanian society 

and culture. Here it was explained that the hymen is symbolic, 

representing much more than membrane within the female body 

(Sonbol 2003). Participants explained the hymen represents the notion of 

purity and good behaviour, and it upholds the honour of the whole 

family. It also illustrates that the parents are respectable parents who 

brought their daughters up appreciating moral behaviour. The intactness 

of the hymen at marriage also demonstrates that the brothers were able 

to protect their sisters, and as a result, have upheld the honour of the 

family within its social circle. This honour, the participants advised, is what 

families strive for, and a close knit society such as that in Jordan is one 

that places pressure on upholding values which transcend what is ‘right’ 

and what is ‘wrong’. Sonbol (2003) suggests that several victims of 

honour crimes are still virgins when they are killed in the name of honour. 

A female forensic doctor (interview 6/2009) explained to me how this 

can occur, by indicating that ‘virginity is symbolized by the hymen, 

whether the hymen is intact or not. In reality, the hymen is not always the 

indication of this, as it is a biological part of the female body, and some 

women lose their hymens before ever having sexual intercourse’. She 

stressed that although, medically, the hymen is not indicative of whether 

a woman is a virgin or not, she believes that society does not take this 
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evidence as grounds of merit as virginity in Jordan is an issue that is 

societal rather than medical. 

The head of the Forensic Unit (interview 14/2010) at a local hospital also 

added that there is a ‘big difference between the medical definition of 

what virginity is and the definition that is present in the society; medically, 

and at times, a woman may not possess a hymen at all, or she may lose 

it at a young age without ever having sexual intercourse’. He explained, 

in Jordan, virginity symbolises honour and it is therefore linked to blood, 

so if a girl does not bleed on her wedding night ‘it is automatically 

assumed that she does not have a hymen, or that she is not a virgin, 

whereas medically this may not be the case’. He explained that not all 

women bleed on their wedding night or when they have intercourse for 

the first time; however, in Jordan, ‘the society believes that the only way 

that honour can be cleansed is through blood; blood cleanses honour, 

and that is why they kill the females, because the shame that they bring 

may never be fixed, and the notion of honour is very strongly entrenched 

within this society’.  

A highly experienced defence lawyer proposed an original explanation: 

Don’t forget that women can still have sex or commit adultery and still remain 
virgins, so virginity is not everything. There are many types of virginity. There are 
some women who retain their virginity because they have a tough ring shaped 
hymen, and they may have sex and the hymen may not break. Women could 
also practice sex anally, and that is no different from vaginal sex. There is a lot of 
hypocrisy in the country, and I have no doubt that women practice sex in ways 
that protect their biological virginity. So all of this has got something to do with 
more than just the hymen. It’s got to do with what it means to be a woman in this 
society, and for a woman, just being there in a compromising situation which may 
attract dishonour to her family is enough reason for someone to kill her. So, in my 
opinion and experience, it is not just about whether she is a technically a virgin or 
not (Interview 1/2009). 

In summary, informants stressed that for there to be progress in resolving 

the matter of honour crimes, the importance of virginity must be 
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recognised as it is intricately linked to gender, gender equality and the 

construction of gender within Jordanian society. The notions of gender 

and virginity, they said, are also linked with those of gossip and 

reputation, as many honour murders have occurred on the assumption 

that the victim has offended in some way, based on pure gossip. This 

gossip has altered the views of those around her and cost her her life. 

8.2.3 Gossip and Reputation in Jordanian Society 

The issue of reputation is one that is highly contested amongst those who 

are influential. As observed by some legally knowledgeable participants, 

the irony is that many victims have lost their lives based on gossip and 

assumptions. This occurrence provides even stronger evidence of the 

lack of equality between men and women as the victim never gets the 

chance to defend her own honour or present her side of the story. One 

of the participants, who is a human rights lawyer (interview 10/2009), 

commented on this problem by stating, ‘the fact is that the perpetrator 

discovers a rumour and he therefore builds a scenario that he bases his 

killing on, even though it is, and was, simply a rumour’. She then 

elaborated that a ‘rumour’ is usually an action or a story which contains 

no truth, however, murder occurs because of it. She then linked this issue 

to the way some families function and therefore do not create a safe 

space for children to reach out. She continued by stating, ‘men hardly 

ever ask about the state of a woman, and as a result the female 

members of the family do not reach out to the male members of the 

family’. This comment speaks to the fear existing within Jordanian 

families. According to some of the participants, these levels of fear stem 

from a level of inequality whereby women view themselves as inferior to 

men. It is apparent from participants that this belief stems from 

educational values and societal teachings. A member of the Cassation 

Court in Jordan demonstrated this challenge by indicating: 
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From what I understand, those women are dying innocent, as the men of their 
family are responding to gossip. Cases also indicate that a percentage of those 
women are dying without even having the chance to explain themselves. It is 
almost like they are not given a voice (Interview 3/2009). 

The above observation is one that demonstrates the challenge facing 

the government and the complexity of Jordanian society. Most of all, it is 

indicative that familial and personal values are the ones that are very 

present in the courtroom. When the judge handed down six-month 

penalties for honour crimes before 2006, one could argue that this crime 

was endorsed by the legal system. Nowadays, the punishment may be 

harsh, yet the victim’s side of the story remains absent and no one is able 

to present a defence on her behalf. This is an added tragedy, especially 

if her murder was one based on gossip and a tarnished reputation. One 

of the forensic doctors (interview 14/2010) explained to me, ‘honour is 

connected to good reputation, and in Jordanian society reputation is 

strongly linked with virginity’. She also positively stated that over the past 

few years, this issue of over-generalising has slightly improved as services 

have improved, but at the same time acknowledged that there is still a 

long way to go. 

A female defence lawyer shed light on this issue in her observation: 

If all my life I swear on my sister’s honour, her chastity, and her purity, and then 
all of a sudden I discover that she is pregnant, what will I do? This is when my 
honour has been attacked. This is behaviour that is not acceptable, and one that 
brings shame and dishonour and attracts gossip. It creates an outrage. Also, if I 
am in an environment which is very conservative, and all of a sudden my sister 
behaves in a way which indicates that she is low or disrespectful, and if the whole 
society considers her low, and her behaviour is scandalous/shameful, then my 
honour has been attacked (Interview 15/2009). 

One of the criminal prosecutors (interview 15/2010) explained the 

importance of reputation in Jordan by pinpointing that ‘reputation is 

reflective of the whole family and it depends on what class you come 

from. But whatever class you come from, your actions and your morals 
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reflect on your whole family; therefore, the way you uphold your self and 

your reputation in Jordan is very important, as it becomes the focus of 

social status in Jordan. Depending on the family situation and the family 

status, the definition of honour can therefore be defined, and in some 

situations it very much depends on reputation’. These statements present 

a powerful personal picture of the more academic observations 

presented in Chapter Seven about the importance of honour in Jordan. 

The informants were almost unanimous in their views on how deeply 

honour is entrenched within society and culture, and were themselves 

concerned about what remedies could be put in place. One of the 

leading journalists who covers this issue in newspaper commentary 

explained: 

The idea of honour for the majority of people – I do not know it is the majority as 
the situation is very slowly changing - but to them honour is women. The 
women’s reputations, the women’s bodies, the women’s virginity, and this is the 
honour that they define themselves with (Interview 4/2010). 

In summary, gossip and reputation are part and parcel of Jordanian 

society. The next section will briefly demonstrate how participants 

viewed the notion of honour itself within Jordanian society. 

8.3 ‘Killing is Not the Remedy’ – The Perception of Honour in 
Jordanian Society and Culture 

Much of the information presented in this section has also been alluded 

to in Chapter Seven, which was dedicated to the notion and 

understanding of ‘honour’. I briefly present some of the views in this 

section as they assist in building an holistic view and argument on this 

topic.  

Most of the participants whom I interviewed were strongly against the 

idea and presence of honour killings; however, they did argue that the 

notion of honour is integral to Jordanian custom and culture. A highly 
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regarded defence lawyer (interview 1/2009) strongly stated that he is 

against killing women but also acknowledged that neither ‘you and I 

cannot negate and annul certain convictions and values that have 

existed and pre-dominated societies for countless generations‘. 

One of the female forensic doctors explained the problem thus: 

As a Jordanian society, we have laws, religion, cultures and traditions that have 
been inherited. Any country in the world has those four factors that control the 
way we as people live within the society – law, religion, cultures and traditions. 
So we don’t commit crimes because we fear the law and our morals which stem 
from our upbringing and that stem from our cultures and traditions. From those 
factors, societies evolve according to the way people constitute those societies 
(Interview 6/2009). 

From the rich descriptions provided by participants, it can be argued 

that there are two codes for people in relation to crimes committed in 

the name of honour in Jordan. One set is established by the legal 

fraternity, which sets laws that control crime by passing out punishment. 

The other code is set by the society, and in the case of honour crimes 

there is a conflict between what society expects from you as a collective 

family and an individual, and what the State expects from you as a 

citizen. Because these crimes continue to happen even after the 

punishments have become harsher suggests that the moral standards 

society has set for its citizens remain very powerful despite the changes 

to the law. 

8.4 Where To From Here? 

All informants were very open at expressing how they view the changes 

that are required and what needs to be done to try and rectify the 

continuing occurrence of honour crimes. The majority of the informants 

were in favour of change but hesitant to believe that it would occur 

anytime soon due to the deep entrenchment of the culture of honour 

within the Jordanian society. I have already touched upon some of the 
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views on how change can be achieved. This section presents some 

holistic views from this highly educated and experienced group of 

informants. A leading journalist suggested: 

I always say that this is a comprehensive process and we have to work on many 
things; legal, social, religious, the media and the education system, which is 
horrible. We also have to improve services for abused women, and we have to 
work hard on changing the laws that discriminate against women. Religious 
leaders from all faiths have to be more vocal about violence against women. Of 
course, strengthening the law is another important aspect, so basically, it is more 
than just one thing, and changing the law alone is not going to work. We have to 
also work on changing the mentality of the people (Interview 4/2010). 

A legal expert added his view by explaining: 

I believe that social awareness is needed, in schools and in homes, especially 
within the home environment. I believe that fathers should have faith in their 
daughters, and give them as equal a chance in life as they give their sons. Sadly, 
this does not happen in every family, but if we provide social awareness, 
especially regarding equality, then maybe one day it could happen (Interview 
8/2010).  

Most of the informants believed that the only way to instigate change is 

by tackling the whole system. One of the female informants expressed 

her views thus: 

This all comes down to the upbringing in the household. This is where gender 
inequality stems from, in my opinion. Men are taught that they are better than the 
women in the family, and this is the mentality that needs to change. It can only 
change through education. Sadly, our education system here in Jordan, in both 
schools and universities is the kind of education that does not challenge the 
students and it does not teach them about human rights. Maybe nowadays the 
curriculum has changed, but in the past, the curriculum set concrete gender roles 
to the students (Interview 13/2009). 

An academic at one of the Jordanian universities expanded: 

Your best shot is to tackle this from the early education system onwards. We 
need to talk about honour in a new way; we need to look at it through a different 
lens so the next generation and the ones that are going to grow up in schools, 
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private as well as public, are exposed to a new mentality. We need to tackle the 
issue and its complexity through the new generation. Through education you can 
do wonders (Interview 6/2010). 

A member of the Criminal Court indicated: 

There needs to be reform in the way the issue is dealt with, starting from 
governmental institutions to police to the court. People employed in positions of 
power need to adopt certain principles on how to deal with this issue, and they 
need to be educated on it. I strongly believe that we can grasp and control this 
issue if change occurs on all levels, and not just from the legal side. Change 
needs to occur on the societal, educational, legal, medical, and parliamentarian 
level (Interview 3/2009). 

8.5 Discussion 

It is evident from views expressed by informants, and the analysis of these 

and court data, that serious changes are necessary in order to reduce 

and eradicate honour crimes in Jordan. These need to embrace the 

localised meaning of honour in this country. Quintessentially, such 

changes require a change in the way the Jordanian society perceives 

honour rather than disavowing the importance of maintaining the 

concept of honour itself.  

It is evident from the review of the literature that numerous scholars have 

written about the embeddedness of honour within societies in which 

honour crimes occur. Scholarship suggests the notion of honour and 

society have been disaggregated because the focus has been on a 

global, rather than a local context. In particular, Kandiyoti (1987) 

investigates the link between masculinity and Arab society. I would 

argue his work creates a platform for other scholars on which to build the 

complex notions of the impact on society of building identity.  

Two scholars in particular have already started building on this platform. 

Gill (2006) writes about honour based violence in general. As 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, her work is pivotal in enlightening 
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scholarship about this topic. Another scholar, Lang (2000), writes about 

the relationship between honour and developing values in society and 

culture. Whilst these two scholars provide insights into honour in the 

Middle East and elsewhere, they do not construct a localised 

understanding of honour within society – in this case Jordan. It is evident 

in the understandings generated in this chapter for any change to 

occur, a local definition of honour is essential as a basis for constructing 

a methodology for change. 

It is important to recognise that the scholarship to date has focused on 

understanding honour and honour killings in general. Scholars focusing 

on the situation in Jordan have addressed this issue to significant effect 

(Haj Yahya 2005; Badayneh 2012; Bin Muhammad 1999 and Antoun 

2000).  

Haj Yahya and Badayneh are two of the most prominent scholars who 

look at violence against women in Jordan. It is important to appreciate 

that conducting research on such topics in Jordan is difficult and 

certainly was for these scholars because talking about violence against 

women is taboo in Jordan (Husseini, 2010). The work of scholars such as Y 

and B is seminal. It demonstrates how violence against women is 

tolerated, and more than this, it is accepted in Jordan – and amongst 

this violence are honour killings. These scholars unravel that violence 

against women in Jordan is accepted amongst a large percentage of 

society. Their work is a building block for understanding honour crimes in 

Jordan.  

Abu-odeh, in particular, appears to have been well advanced in her 

thinking. Even in the early 1990s, she linked the issue of violence against 

women with the construction of gender and proposed explanations 

about how sexual behaviour is viewed in Arab societies. In her writings 
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she particularly focuses on Jordan and honour crimes. Since this date 

Abu-odeh has written extensively on areas connecting law, gender, 

virginity, honour and honour killings in Jordan (2002, 2010, 2011). Her work 

is some of the most important in terms of the focus on understanding 

honour killings in Jordan. The participants in this research add an 

additional emphasis to her ideas. What they contribute is a 

comprehensive view that it is in capitalising on local knowledge that 

change can happen. 

Arguably, these changes can only be achieved through an engineered 

approach that encompasses an holistic model of societal reform that 

includes a whole of society approach to matters of gender equality. 

Societal reform through gender equality and education was an explicit 

emphasis of so many informants. This research clearly illustrates that 

honour is a pivotal and vital component of Jordanian culture, and the 

term needs to be preserved in its positive context while being stripped of 

its restricted association with gendered violence.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusions 

The social sciences… should be used to improve quality of life… for the 
oppressed, marginalized, stigmatized, and ignored… and to bring about healing, 
reconciliation and restoration between the researcher and the researched 
(Stanfield 2006, p. 725) 

My primary purpose in undertaking this research was to gain an 

understanding of honour killings in Jordan. In the first instance, I needed 

to do an extensive review of the literature as well as undertaking an 

historical and political analysis of Jordan. Both of these analyses enabled 

me to place these crimes within their cultural and historical context and 

to appreciate the understanding and theorising of them to date. A 

particular focus of this research was the understanding of the term 

‘honour’ as it is seen and understood by a range of well-informed 

Jordanians. In undertaking this research and gaining a greater 

understanding of honour crimes in Jordan, I hoped my research might 

contribute to finding policy solutions that might decrease the incidence 

and prevalence of these crimes in my country of birth. 

This research journey has been a challenging, long and exciting one. The 

research project emerged from my need to explore a taboo subject that 

is the cause of much pain and distress in Jordan and also my belief in 

human rights and gender equality. The impetus for the research 

commenced with my urgent need to understand why honour killings still 

continue in Jordan today. I felt I had a responsibility to contribute some 

kind of knowledge to this area so that I could help make sense of what 

was happening and also to contribute in a way that would enable 

responses to be developed that could deal with reducing this crime. The 

language used for the title of this thesis: ‘In search of ‘honour’: A case 

study analysis of honour killings in Jordan’ was chosen as it encompasses 

the importance of understanding the complexity of the meaning of the 
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term ‘honour’ in searching for solutions to the killings and mutilations that 

accompany the ‘honouring of honour’ in Jordan. 

A case study of honour killings in Jordan was utilised as a mechanism for 

gaining an in-depth appreciation of the historical and current cultural 

understanding of the place of honour and its interpretation in this one 

country —Jordan. Taking this approach, and conducting extensive 

fieldwork, has enabled me to gain a deep insight into different meanings 

which contribute to the term honour and to the event of such crimes.  

The two research questions that were addressed are: 

1. What factors explain the incidence and continuation of honour 

killings in Jordan? 

2. How might an understanding of the causes and continuation of 

honour killings in Jordan aid in developing opportunities for policy 

and legislation changes that might reduce and eventually 

eradicate honour killings there? 

A multi-method research design was used to gather all data for the 

research. I collected fifty-four court cases of honour killings over the 

period 2009 and 2010. Thirty of these cases were analysed and six of 

these were used to demonstrate how the law for and against honour 

killing had been applied in each case. The cases also demonstrated the 

language used in the Court by the judiciary, the legal team, and the 

families of the victims and the accused. A chapter was also dedicated 

to the court cases to demonstrate the language used in court by the 

judiciary and the families of the victims killed in the name of honour. The 

court cases also mirrored what the informants strongly postulated about 

the problems that exist within the legal framework. Everyone mentioned 

in the court cases identified with the importance of the term honour and 
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its significance to Jordanian family life and society. These voices evident 

through the court cases also demonstrate that the importance of honour 

is deeply entrenched. 

In addition to the analysis of these court cases, unstructured, in-depth 

interviews were conducted with thirty informants over the two-year 

period of data collection. Informants were purposively sampled from 

experts in Jordan who had experienced involvement, of some form, with 

honour killings. In addition, snowball sampling was used to identify further 

informants who were invited to participate. No one who was 

approached refused to be interviewed. Some of the informants were 

interviewed twice. 

In addition to the two research questions, an ever-increasing number of 

subsidiary questions emerged, largely as a result of the dialogue I had 

with the informants in Jordan over the two years I conducted my 

research there. Each informant was different, both in the position they 

held and the role they played in Jordanian life. Therefore, each was 

unique in what they had to offer to an understanding of honour and 

honour crimes. Each was asked if they could identify other potential 

informants who might have a view on honour killings and be prepared to 

be involved in the research. Informants had questions of their own and 

discussions were highly varied. This variation and richness in discussion 

was augmented by the use of an in-depth interviewing technique that 

involved unstructured interviews with prompts and an open stance to 

interviewing. 

All interviews commenced with an explanation of the research and then 

the question, How do you define honour?  Most informants ‘warmed’ 

immediately to the opportunity to discuss this term and crimes 

committed in its name, and for the most part they needed little 
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prompting to engage in wide-ranging discussion. Prompts that I used to 

expand discussion were: family and honour; the Jordanian context of 

honour; the continuation of killings; changes to the law in Jordan; and 

honour and gender. Sometimes I was specific in pursuing questions such 

as ‘What does honour mean to you and your family? Often, questions 

emerged as a result of a line of questioning the informants themselves 

instigated. 

The more questions I asked, and the more people I spoke to, the more 

questions emerged. How is society composed in Jordan and how does 

honour fit within the society’s view? What roles do politics and law play in 

either eradicating or supporting the existence and continuation of those 

crimes? How do you see this problem ever stopping? What about 

international and local pressures? Further topics were explored in relation 

to the wording of the relevant articles within the Jordanian Criminal 

Code. Questions were asked about the recruitment and training of 

judges as well as police. A broader line of inquiry was adopted to 

explore the meaning of family as seen through the lens of society and to 

gain an understanding of how honour is seen to contribute to the status 

and social position of a family in Jordan.  

Conversations pursued beliefs concerned with remedies to crimes 

committed in the name of honour. The composition of Jordanian society 

was explored and discussed, as well as notions surrounding gender, 

virginity and the meaning and importance of the hymen of women 

within family and society. Furthermore, the history of Jordan was also 

explored, as well as the changing face of the country’s demography 

and how these changes may have contributed to understanding honour 

and crimes committed in the name of honour. All of these additional 

areas of inquiry were explored and interrogated as much as was possible 

as elements of the two primary research questions. 
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The journey became an intellectual exercise that took me well outside 

my comfort zone and the boundaries of what I knew about honour 

killings. I was challenged in every way possible, not only through the 

complexity of the literature and what my informants had to say, but also 

through the emotional nature of this topic. This challenged me to remain 

neutral and take an objective stance towards this research. In doing so, I 

was able to better reflect on what I was being told by participants, 

therefore finding meaning through a lens informed by critical theory. I 

had an enormous amount of data at first, yet what seemed to be an 

endless analysis process of all this data finally started making sense.  

The information collected, both from the interviews and court cases, was 

translated from Arabic to English, checked for interpretation and 

meticulously analysed. A grounded theory approach was used to 

analyse the interview data. The data were entered into NVivo, and then 

further analysed through a critical theory lens. Three major themes 

emerged, and those themes – honour, law and society – formed the 

edifices of the three analytic chapters. Several sub-themes/sub-nodes 

within each main theme were identified and examined. 

The first major finding to emerge was concerned with the meaning and 

understanding of the term honour. It had become evident through the 

reviewed literature that scholars generally write about honour from a 

global perspective. Although some scholars focus on specific countries 

and/or cultures, what comes across is a global understanding of the 

term ‘honour’. It became evident through the interviews I conducted; in 

Jordan a very localised understanding of honour is very much alive.  

In Jordan, ‘honour’ is a concept that is tied to specific traditions and 

culture. It is a major conclusion of this research that for any change to 

occur, scholars need to move away from conceptualising ‘honour’ 
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globally, but rather look at this phenomenon and complex concept 

locally, as it relates to the country in which it is entrenched - in this case, 

Jordan. My findings demonstrate significant lacunae in knowledge 

concerning a deep local understanding of honour. Whilst this study has 

examined this gap to an extent, it is clear that further research and work 

needs to be conducted to gain an even deeper appreciation of the 

local meaning of honour in Jordan. This will be essential in order to refine 

and nuance the understanding gained in this research and facilitate 

policy changes that in turn result in demonstrable changes to practices 

conducted in the name of honour in Jordan.  I interviewed only highly 

knowledgeable experts on the topic of honour killings and it is evident to 

me there is a real need to further explore a local understanding of 

honour through talking to a wider range of Jordanian citizens.  

The essence of this research is summarised by the following two points: 

• While legal remedy has been used in Jordan to address the social 

issue of honour crimes, particularly killing, this has been ineffective 

as witnessed by there being no reduction of these crimes since 

new legislation; and that 

• While honour is also multi-faceted, is locally understood and has 

different interpretations, it is a central feature of Jordanian society. 

It is clear from the evidence obtained that honour is still a driving 

conviction which remains fundamental in Jordanian society. Altering this 

conviction in a way that respects important aspects of honour itself, 

while disavowing the gendered essence and continuation of honour 

killings, will require thoughtful changes at every level of the Jordanian 

system of governance and society. This was evident through the way the 

participants spoke about honour and how it is still a fundamental notion 

which encompasses identity on every level.  
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This finding and multifaceted understanding goes hand in hand with the 

third and main finding which emerged: the laws concerned with honour 

killings in Jordan are progressing at a much faster pace than changes in 

attitudes within the Jordanian society. Research informants strongly 

indicated that change cannot be solely reliant on laws surrounding 

those crimes, as otherwise, they argue, honour crimes will not stop. This 

came through very clearly from the way the informants spoke of the 

changes to the law. Informants acknowledged that whilst an increase in 

punishments may be a deterrent to some people, the concept and 

ideology of honour is alive and strong and resistant to fear of legal 

consequences.  It is clear that legal changes alone will not rectify this 

situation.  

Much recent scholarship has attended to the sociology of law reform 

and whilst this has been mentioned earlier in the thesis (Anleu 2000) it has 

not been possible to attend to the emerging and expansive theoretical 

debates therein in this thesis. Much of this literature and research is 

Western in origin and there remains research work to be done on 

integrating these socio/legal debates within a Middle Eastern cultural 

framework.  

It is evident law has outstripped societal attitudes in Jordan, as the law is 

deeply infused with a sense of honour in the absence of a localised 

concept of honour. Whilst law is the regulatory arm of social policy and 

can to some extent enforce behaviour, in the case of Jordan, this 

intended coercive mechanism has been insufficient to create change 

on the local level. This, as a result, suggests changing the law is 

insufficient, and additional measures are needed to reduce or one day 

eradicate crimes committed in the name of honour. It can be 

extrapolated from the literature and findings of this research that honour 

within a cultural group context is persistently stable:  any attempt to 
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change this through legal and legislative means will not be successful 

unless serious attention is paid to cultural reinterpretations of the gender 

gap at every personal, societal and political level.  

The theoretical world of cultural determinism (Grillo, 2003; Jaeger & 

Selznick, 1964) suggests that the deeply held norms and values of 

Jordanian society justify honour crimes.  

This research supports the ideas of theoretical cultural determinism. A 

large number of participants suggested the gender divide in Jordan is a 

result of a traditional embodiment of gender and culture – an idea that 

captures the essence of cultural determinism. It is also important to note 

that such a view does not allow for change through legislative means 

alone, and is much more difficult to achieve as deterministic positions 

suggest there is no possibility of change. 

Whilst the notion of cultural determinism has been challenged 

sociologically and anthropologically, at least since the early 1960s it is still 

very much evident in Jordan today. In the views of the participants of 

this research, the gender divide in Jordan is strong and entrenched. As 

so well described by Jaeger and Selznick (1964), this phenomenon is 

part of a determinist cultural sphere. In their view and augmented by this 

research, an appreciation of the significance of the personal and the 

societal suggests it is impossible for legislative changes alone to remedy 

the situation. These participants are not culturally bound in the sense 

that they do not accept that offences against honour as embodied 

within virginity or reputation or respect should be punished by death.  

Yet they accept the determinism of culture for others.  The gender 

divide in Jordan is in their views part of a determinist cultural 

phenomenon.  

 



Carol Kaplanian 
In Search of Honour: A Case Study Analysis of Honour Killings in Jordan 

 
 
 
 

244 

The current discussion of cultural essentialism (Grillo 2003) holds fast to the 

view that humans are defined and differentiated by culture. It is these 

notions that require examining and analysing in relation to the discussion 

about honour and society. This is an important area that requires further 

research.  

 

In a simple way, one of the main questions that emerges from this 

research concerns the difficulty of achieving social change, especially in 

regard to something that is so complex and so entrenched, when the 

beliefs surrounding honour are integral to family life, culture and 

institutions. This research has demonstrated the need for further work into 

dissecting the societal structure in Jordan in order to advance the 

understanding of the mentality of honour.  

Another area that emerges from the data is the need for reform at the 

level of the education system and what children are taught about 

gender and ideas surrounding honour. These are areas that demand 

further inquiry. Public health models provide a variety of options for 

conceptualising that attitudinal changes need to occur to enable 

behavioural change in communities (Witte 2000; Bettinghaus 1986). 

These offer a variety of options for moving the change in Jordan from 

focusing only on legislation as a means of change to engaging with the 

community’s attitudinal change (Huntington 1996; Watt, Higgins & 

Kendrick 2000). 

In conclusion, this thesis has demonstrated the need for tackling honour 

crimes on a wider scale than is already found in Jordan. This thesis has 

highlighted the complex nature of ‘honour’ and its entrenchment in 

Jordanian society.  
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I finish the conclusions with a comment by one of the former judges 

whom I interviewed. In this one statement he captures the essence of 

the tensions inherent in answering the two questions identified at the start 

of this research: 

You see… no matter what the punishment is, whether it is weak or strong, at the 
end of the day it will not change the notion of honour in the criminal’s mind. The 
increased punishment may stop some people from committing the crime, or it 
may make them think twice, but in my opinion, it is holistic awareness that is 
needed in every sector of the society. What matters the most is the awareness 
and the knowledge that is taught to others. I reiterate that increasing the 
punishment in Jordan will not remedy this issue. Honour is deeply entrenched 
into this society and in my opinion; we have a lot of ignorance relating to gender 
equality on every level. There needs to be a big change that infiltrates every 
level, ranging from the law to education to social awareness and public debate. It 
will take time, a lot of time, but we need to start somewhere (Interview 3/2010). 
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Appendix 1:  Information Sheet 



 

 

 
 
M256 
Social Work and Social Policy 
School of Social and Cultural Studies 
The University of Western Australia 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA  6009 
Dr Susan Young 
Phone: 61 8 6488 2998 
Facsimile: 61 8 6488 1070 

 
 

Information sheet for participants: 
 
Title of the project: A policy analysis of honour killings in Jordan and 
Pakistan. 
 
Purpose of the project: The main aims of this research topic are to gain 
an insight into the meaning of honour killings by understanding the way 
policy is designed and implemented. Honour killing is a problem that is 
deeply embedded into Jordan’s and Pakistan’s history and cultural 
practice. Through undertaking this project, one can better understand 
how the policies shape the act of honour killings. 
 
Methods of the project: For the purpose of this study, a qualitative 
approach will be adopted. The exploratory nature of this research has 
led to a choice of qualitative research methods of data collection 
including in depth interviews with the participants. The purpose of 
interviewing is to find out what is on a persons mind, what they feel or 
how they feel about something. The researcher will be using semi-
structured interviews to enable the interviewer to specify the objectives 
of the project and allow the interviewee to provide responses to 
questions. Interviews will be conducted with policy makers from both 
Jordan and Pakistan. The participants of this project are being 
approached because they are on the Public Record, and all material 
collected during interviews will be referred back to the participants to 
ensure that they are happy with any quotes that are to be used before 
anything is published.  
 
Risks and inconveniences of the project to participants: Participation in 
interviews with the researcher is completely voluntary. The researcher 
therefore does not anticipate any risks or inconveniences arising from this 
research project. The participant is free at anytime to withdraw consent 
to further participation without prejudice in any way.  
 
Time requirements of the project: One to two hours of your time will be 
required to conduct an in depth interview for the research topic. 
 



 

 

• Participants have been selected according to their knowledge in 
the area of honour killings. Data which are collected will be 
analyzed and compared with other participant’s contribution and 
upon completion of the research, the data will be stored in a 
locked cabinet at the Department of Social Work and Social 
Policy. 

 
• Your participation in this study does not prejudice any right to 

compensation, which you may have under statute or common 
law. 

 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western 
Australia requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any 
complaint regarding the manner, in which a research project is 
conducted, it may be given to the researcher or, alternatively to the 
Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 
(telephone number +61 8 6488-3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of the Information Sheet and Consent Form for 
their personal records. 
 
Thank you 
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Appendix 2:  Consent Form 



 

 

 
 
M256 
Social Work and Social Policy 
School of Social and Cultural Studies 
The University of Western Australia 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA  6009 
Dr Susan Young 
Phone: 61 8 6488 2998 
Facsimile: 61 8 6488 1070 

 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 
 
I (the participant) have read the information provided and any questions 
I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.  I agree to 
participate in this activity, realizing that I may withdraw at any time 
without reason and without prejudice. (Or where applicable - without 
prejudice to my future medical treatment). 
 
I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly 
confidential and will not be released by the investigator.  The only 
exception to this principle of confidentiality is if documents are required 
by law.   I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what 
the purpose is, and what will be done with the data upon completion of 
the research. 
 
I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published 
provided my name or other identifying information is not used.            
 
 
      __________________  Participant                             
 
      __________________ Date 
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Appendix 3:  Question Prompts 



 

 

 
 
M256 
Social Work and Social Policy 
School of Social and Cultural Studies 
The University of Western Australia 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA  6009 
Dr Susan Young 
Phone: 61 8 6488 2998 
Facsimile: 61 8 6488 1070 

 
 

QUESTION PROMPTS 
 
 
Introduction 
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today to talk about your perception and 
thoughts on honour killings, society and the law. 

The interview will take between an hour and two hours. Before we start I would like to 
go through some information about the research and this interview and to answer any 
questions you may have [Provide information sheet]. 

As explained in the information sheet, I am interested in your observations about the 
meaning of honour killings and the ways in which policies and laws are formed. 

I would like the interview to be a conversation and an exchange of ideas around issues 
associated with honour killings and the impact they have on society, as well as the ways 
in which laws are constructed around those crimes. 

Although I will be taking notes during the interview, I would also like to tape the 
interview in case my notes are unclear or insufficiently detailed and I want to review 
something. 

Is this alright?  

If at any point you would like me to turn off the tape please let me know.  

If you are happy to continue please sign the consent form.  

 
Interview 
Prompts for discussion 
The interviewee’s: 

• Understanding of and definition of honour. 

• The way you personally understand honour, and how it impacts on Jordanian 
society. 

• Observations on changes over time in law, policies and society’s perception of 
honour. 

• Perceptions of honour and honour killings including: 
o changes in law 



 

 

o gender construction 

o the way media perceives honour and honour killings 

• Observations on gender progression and gender equality. 

Thank you 
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