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Abstract

‘Honour killing’, the murder of women to preserve family reputation, is well recognised but

infrequently systematically researched. This paper has three hypotheses. First, in families

where women report an ‘honour killing’ there is more violence against women and girls, sec-

ond these women are more likely to report more patriarchal gender attitudes than others, and

third these families are exposed to higher levels of poverty. We asked (n = 1461) women

enrolled in a trial in Afghanistan, and (n = 535) in a population-based sample in the occupied

Palestinian Territories (oPT) if there had ever been an ‘honour killing’ in their family. In

Afghanistan, 2.3% (n = 33), and the oPT 7.7% (n = 41), reported this. We built separate multi-

variable logistic regression models for each country, and for married and unmarried women

in each country. Among Afghan married women, ‘honour killing’ was associated with borrow-

ing because of hunger (adjusted odds ratio [aOR]8.71, 95%CI 2.27–33.40), easier access to

money in emergency (aOR11.39, 95%CI 3.05–42.50), and violence within the family; inti-

mate partner violence (IPV) (aOR3.73, 95%CI 1.12–12.36), and IPV and mother-in-law vio-

lence (aOR10.52, 2.60–42.56). For unmarried women in Afghanistan, ‘honour killing’ was

associated with easier access money in an emergency (aOR4.06, 95%CI 0.85–19.37),

household violence (hit by parent or sibling, or parent and sibling [aOR5.47, 95%CI 0.82–

36.70; aOR7.37, 95%CI 1.24–43.86, respectively]); more childhood traumas (aOR1.24,

1.11–1.38), and more patriarchal personal gender attitudes (aOR1.24, 1.00–1.54). In the

oPT experiencing IPV (aOR3.07, 1.02–9.23) and borrowing and experiencing IPV (aOR5.89,

1.84–18.79) were risks for married women. For unmarried women borrowing because of hun-

ger was associated with higher risk (aOR2.33, 95%CI 1.18–4.85). Despite limitations–specifi-

cally the potential women were reporting the same ‘honour killing’—our analysis suggests

‘honour killings’ are associated with violence, patriarchy, and poverty. Research is needed

for the prevention of ‘honour killing’, which must address the root causes.

Trial Registration: ClinicalTrials.gov NCT03236948.
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Introduction

‘Honour killings’ are the most extreme form of ‘honour based abuse (HBA), which ranges

from social isolation, insulting, coercion and forced marriage, and other forms of violence, all

under the guise of ‘maintaining honour’ in the family [1]. Women are disproportionately the

targets of HBA and ‘honour killing’, but men can also experience it. For women, forms of ‘dis-

honour’ include communicating with ‘unknown’ men, being in a room with a man who is not

a family member, to perceived or actual adultery, running away, premarital pregnancy, or oth-

erwise challenging patriarchal gender norms [2–4]. An estimated 5000 ‘honour killings’ occur

every year [5], with the majority of these in the Middle East and Asia, and their diaspora in

Europe, America and Latin America [5].

The true prevalence of ‘honour killings’ is unknown. Between March 2011 and April 2013,

according to the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 243 cases of ‘honour

killings’ were registered. In just over half (56%) of cases, perpetrators were identified. Of iden-

tified perpetrators, 39% were husbands, 15% brothers, 9% fathers, 6% brothers-in-law, 5%

other family members, and the remaining 26% ‘relatives’ [6]. A similar perpetrator profile is

seen in an epidemiological study of ‘honour killing’ in Pakistan [4]. There is some definitional

blurring, as listing husbands as perpetrators of ‘honour killings’ clearly shows overlap between

‘honour killings’ and intimate femicide. In the occupied Palestinian Territories (oPT), there is

no centralized collection of data on ‘honour killings’. The Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and

Counselling, reported 27 cases in 2014, and 15 in 2015 [3]. However, these small numbers may

underestimate the scale of the problem and provide no basis for monitoring trends, which are

perceived to have increased over the last decade [3].

Legal responses to ‘honour killings’, and HBA more widely, are often weak. In Afghanistan

the 2009 Elimination of Violence Against Women Law criminalised all forms of physical, sex-

ual and emotional violence against women, but did not include ‘honour killing’. Rather ‘hon-

our killing’ is a common law offense, but the penal code (Article 398), provides a reduced

sentence for those who kill a woman for committing adultery. Consequently, perpetrators of

‘honour killings’ often are little or un-punished [7]. In the West Bank of oPT, legal frameworks

draw on the Jordanian Penal Code, including Article 340, stating if a woman commits adul-

tery, and her husband kills her, he can be pardoned [8–10]. In the Gaza Strip, while there is no

legal support for ‘honour killing’, courts often give men who have killed women because of

‘honour’ reduced sentences [3, 8].

Anthropological literature has made three main arguments about the drivers of ‘honour

killing’ in communities where these are manifest. First, it is a form of patriarchal social control

over women’s bodies and sexuality [2, 9, 11]. This connects ‘honour killing’ to other forms of

violence against women and girls (VAWG), often noting women who are killed ‘in the name

of honour’ have previously experienced other forms of violence from family members [12]. It

further connects this to gender inequalities, and the dominance of male power in households

and communities, and more widely other forms of HBA, including forced/coerced marriage

[13, 14]. These all are shaped by similar patterns around the assertion of male patriarchal

power over women in the household, although this is often upheld by women as well as men

[13].

A second strand of research highlights economic factors in ‘honour killings’ [9, 11, 14].

Broadly in communities where ‘honour killings’ are more common, women’s bodies may be

considered as resources for reproduction, domestic labour, and access to other resources [14].

In such contexts, arranged marriages between cousins, or other relatives, enable land and

property to remain in the family [14, 15]. An online study of ‘honour based violence’ amongst

Kurdish speaking people in Iraq, found it was more common for women where they had been
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coerced to marry their cousin [16]. ‘Honour killings’ occur partly therefore because of the dis-

solution and loss of control of property that is represented by the woman, and as such, they are

more likely in poorer households where property is in scarcer supply [14].

A third argument suggests ‘honour’ is a resource through which families can achieve social

status in a community, without recourse to economic or political routes, which for poor fami-

lies is not possible [15]. As such, for poorer families, maintenance of family ‘honour’ may be

more important than it is for richer families, who have multiple ways of achieving social status,

and therefore ‘honour killing’ may be more common amongst poorer households.

All these arguments can be seen in a study from Jordan amongst school children of attitudes

supportive of ‘honour killing’, which found these associated with the father’s use of harsh disci-

pline against them, poverty and more conservative gender attitudes [17]. However a key ques-

tion remains: in cultures where family ‘honour’ is largely read through women’s bodies, what

places some families at greater risk than others of having ‘honour killings’?

The objective of this paper is to report factors associated with women reporting an ‘honour

killing’ within their family in Afghanistan and the oPT. The paper has three hypotheses. First,

in families that have ‘honour killings’ there is generally more VAWG, shown through women

of the family being more likely to report experiencing violence from other household members

including their husband. Second, women reporting ‘honour killings’ in their family are more

likely to report more patriarchal gender attitudes than other women. Third, women reporting

‘honour killings’ in their family are exposed to higher levels of poverty.

Materials and methods

Data comes from secondary analyses of two studies that were both conducted to form the base-

line for separate evaluations of interventions. In the first study, between September 2016 and

March 2017, 1458 women were recruited to participate in the Women for Women Interna-

tional (WfWI) individually randomized control trial in six villages, in two Provinces (Nangar-

har and Kabul) in Afghanistan. Six villages were enrolled and community leaders approached

for access. Once permission was given, we used Friday prayers, and community meetings to

share information about the research and intervention, and then worked in each community

for two to three days to recruit women. In each of the six villages between 114 and 413 women

were enrolled [18]. Throughout, the study was described as about understanding and support-

ing Afghanistan and development in Afghanistan. In all villages there was a lot of interest in

involvement by women [18].

Eligibility requirements were that women were aged between 18 and 49, from the poorest

households and without proper work. Further eligibility criteria included residence in the vil-

lage and ability to understand informed consent. At enrollment, but not questionnaire com-

pletion, participants were unaware of which study arm they were in. Those in the control arm

received US$10 for questionnaire completion. Questionnaires were completed through face-

to-face interviews administered by trained female fieldworkers in local languages. Participants

provided informed consent to participate, marked with a thumbprint which was witnessed.

Further information on study procedures are described elsewhere [18].

The second study was conducted in February 2017, in a nationally representative cross-sec-

tional survey in the oPT. In total 354 women were enrolled. The sampling framework meant

that a representative, self-weighing sample was constructed, reflecting the overall population

of the oPT, based on the 2007 Population and Establishment Census (i.e. we sampled propor-

tional to the population, and did not have to adjust the sample to make it reflective of the

whole population). Random household sampling was instituted at the primary sampling unit

and at household level. For inclusion, women had to be randomly selected, 18 or older, and
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willing to participate and provide informed consent. Female, trained enumerators, completed

face-to-face interviews in Arabic, with structured questionnaires.

In both studies, data were double-entered and electronically compared. Discrepancies

were compared to original documentation, and changes made before finalization of

databases.

In both studies, ethical approval was received from the Research Ethics Committee of the

South African Medical Research Council. In Afghanistan, the Research Ethics Committee of

the Ministry of Public Health also provided ethical approval.

Measures

Questionnaires were developed responding to contexts and the studies being conducted, and

therefore differ. Wording of questions, and Cronbach’s alphas, for all questions are provided

in S1 File. Variables were selected based on theoretical and hypothesized relationships.

The primary outcome in both studies was a single item: “Has any girl or woman relative

been killed in the name of honour by members of your family?” Responses were yes or no. For

women reporting ‘yes’ they were asked about how recent the most recent murder was, with

responses: less than one year, one to five years, or six and more years ago. We recognize that in

Afghanistan and the oPT ‘family’ is a broader term than nuclear family, and can encompass

extended family members and tribal relationships too, and that our sampling strategy may

have led to more than one person reporting the same ‘honor killing’.

Socio-demographics were asked of all women. We asked about women’s age, highest level

of education, marital status (never married, currently married, and divorced/widowed), and, if

married, whether they were previously related to their husband (no, cousin, other relative).

In both studies a single item assessed resource mobilisation (ease of accessing cash in an

emergency), which is typically an indicator of poverty, but also reflects strength of social net-

works, pertinent here are family ties. In Afghanistan poverty was assessed through an item ask-

ing whether women had borrowed money or food in the past month because of hunger (More

than once, or almost every week, versus once or twice a month or never), and through three

items assessing household level food-insecurity [19].

Currently married women were asked five behaviourally-specific questions about past year

experiences of physical IPV in both studies. These were based on the WHO Multi-Country

Study on Domestic Violence [20], and previously used across Asia-Pacific and the Middle East

[21]. A positive response to at least one item led women being coded as experiencing past year

physical IPV. Married Afghan women were also asked whether their mother-in-law had hit

them in the past year. We also asked married Afghan women seven questions about her rela-

tionship to her husband (e.g. My husband is a kind person), with responses on a Likert Scale:

Strongly Agree; Agree; Disagree; and Strongly Disagree. We summed these items and higher

scores represented a worse relationship with husband.

All Afghan women were asked about other forms of familial violence, including whether

they had been hit by a parent, and separately by their sibling, in the past year. Women’s child-

hood traumas were assessed using 12 items based on childhood trauma scales [22] adapted for

Afghanistan, and summed. Items included experiences of physical violence, hunger, and

neglect before the age of 18.

Women’s own gender attitudes were assessed. In Afghanistan an 11 item, locally developed

scale was constructed [18], while in the oPT seven items were based on the GEM scale [23]. In

both scales, items asked about personal views around gender norms and roles, and responses

were on a four-point Likert scale, and items summed with higher scores indicating more patri-

archal gender attitudes.
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Analysis

Data from both countries were uploaded and compiled into two separate datasets for analysis

in Stata/IC 14.1. All analyses were by country. We summarized the data for age, education,

marital status and province (or location in oPT) as well as proportion of the participants

reporting an ‘honour killing’ in their family and how recent the last ‘honour killing’ was using

percentages and 95% confidence intervals (CIs), calculated to take into account the design of

the studies, using Taylor linearization.

To describe associations between hypothesized independent variables and reporting an

‘honour killing’, we calculated the proportion (or mean score) of women per category of each

independent variable who had, and who had not, reported an ‘honour killing’ in the family.

We calculated 95% CIs using Taylor linearization [24] and tested for association using a Chi

squared test. For continuous variables we compared mean scores using an Adjusted Wald test

reporting 95% CIs and p-values. The analysis of past year IPV and beating by a mother-in-law

were restricted to currently married women.

We built separate logistic regression models for ‘honour killing’ for married women, and

unmarried women, by country. The models for married women enabled the testing of vari-

ables which were only responded to by married women (specifically IPV and violence from

mother-in-laws). Logistic regression models included all hypothesized variables. The models

were built with no elimination of variables. Based on recommendations from the American

Statistical Association we report adjusted odds ratios (aOR) and 95%CI [25].

Because of the relatively small sample size, we addressed interactions between variables by

developing and testing model-appropriate dummy variables, for each of the four sub-groups

(currently married/not married and oPT/Afghanistan). For married women in Afghanistan,

there was an interaction between abuse by husband and by mother-in-law. We developed a

four level variable: no violence; only mother-in-law violence; only IPV; and both forms of vio-

lence. For unmarried Afghan women, there was interaction between abuse by a parent, and by

a sibling, and we developed a three-level variable: no violence; only one form of abuse (either

partner or sibling); both forms of violence. For married women in oPT there was interaction

between borrowing money or food in the last month and experience of IPV. We derived a four

level variable with levels being: neither, borrowing money but not experiencing IPV; just

experiencing IPV; and both.

Results and discussion

Afghanistan

The sample in Afghanistan comprised 1461 women (Table 1). Half (50.8%) the women were

aged 18–29, a third (28.5%) 30–39 and a fifth (20.7%) were forty or older. Over three-quarters

(77.1%) had no education. Almost two-thirds (64.0%) were currently married, only 6.7% were

divorced or widowed, and a third (29.3%) were unmarried. Three-quarters (75.4%) came from

Kabul and a quarter Nangarhar Province.

Among all Afghan women, 2.3% (n = 33) of women disclosed that there had been an ‘hon-

our killing’ in their family. Of these, a third (34.4%) said it occurred in the past year, another

third one to five years ago (37.5%) and the rest six or more years ago.

In bivariate analysis (Table 2) the proportion of ‘honour killings’ was higher amongst

women from Nangarhar (66.7%) compared to Kabul Province (23.7%), those reporting bor-

rowing in the past month because of poverty (45.5%) compared to those not (22.5%, p =

0.002), and women reporting easier access to money in an emergency (39.4%) compared to

those who would find it hard (22.5%, p = 0.001). Amongst married women, worse relationship
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(higher) mean scores were reported by women who reported an ‘honor killing’ in the family

(p<0.001). A higher proportion of married women who reported past year physical IPV

(54.6%) compared to those who did not (22.4%, p = 0.004), reported an ‘honour killing’, as did

a higher proportion reporting past year violence from a mother-in-law (38.1%) compared to

those who did not (22.4%, p = 0.021). Similarly, amongst all Afghan women, a higher propor-

tion of Afghan women reporting an ‘honour killing’ reported being beaten by a parent (48.5%

c.f. 13.2%, p<0.001) or sibling (33.3%, c.f. 12.9%, p = 0.007), and they disclosed more child-

hood traumas (p = 0.0263). Women reporting an ‘honour killing’ had more patriarchal gender

attitudes (p = 0.066).

In multivariable logistic regression model for married women in Afghanistan (Table 3)

‘honour killing’ was associated with borrowing in the past month because of hunger (aOR8.71,

95%CI 2.27–33.40), and households finding it easier to access money in an emergency

(aOR11.39, 95%CI 3.05–42.50). Additionally, ‘honor killing’ was associated with reporting

only experiencing IPV (aOR3.73, 95%CI 1.12–12.36), and those reporting experiencing IPV

and violence from their mother-in-law (aOR10.52, 95%CI 2.60–42.56). There was some evi-

dence that married women reporting an ‘honour killing’ had had less childhood trauma than

those who did not (aOR0.86, 95%CI 0.75–1.00).

Multivariate logistic regression for unmarried Afghan women is presented in Table 4. In

this analysis, ‘honour killings’ were associated with a household finding it easier to access

money in an emergency (aOR4.06, 95%CI 0.85–19.37). In addition, women who reported

experiencing both parental and sibling violence in the past year (aOR1.24–43.86), more

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for samples in Afghanistan and the occupied Palestinian Territories.

Afghanistan occupied Palestinian Territories

Socio-demographics N n %(95%CI) N n %(95%CI)

Age Group 1461 535

18–29 742 50.8(48.2–53.4) 212 39.6(35.6–43.8)

30–39 417 28.5(26.3–30.9) 127 23.7(20.3–27.6)

40+ 302 20.7(18.7–22.8) 196 36.6(32.7–40.8)

Education 1457 535

None 1124 77.1(75.0–79.2) 10 1.9(1.0–3.4)

Primary, secondary or more 333 22.9(20.8–25.0) 525 98.1(96.6–98.9)

Marital status 1461 535

Currently married 935 64.0(61.5–66.4) 366 68.4(64.5–72.1)

Divorced or widowed 98 6.7(5.5–8.1) 46 8.6(6.5–11.3)

Unmarried 428 29.3(27.0–31.7) 123 23.0(19.7–26.7)

Palestinian Territory 535

Gaza 200 37.4(37.2–37.6)

West Bank 335 62.6(62.4–62.9)

Afghanistan Province 1461

Kabul 1101 75.4(75.4–75.4)

Nangarhar 360 24.6(24.6–24.6)

‘Honour’ Killing

Ever experienced ‘honor killing’ in family 1460 33 2.3(1.6–3.2) 535 41 7.7(5.8–10.1)

Recentness of ‘honor killing’ 32 39

Past year 11 34.4(19.5–53.1) 8 20.5(11.4–34.1)

1–5 years ago 12 37.5(22.0–56.1) 12 30.8(22.4–40.7)

6 or more years ago 9 28.1(14.8–46.9) 19 48.7(40.8–56.7)

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t001
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childhood traumas (aOR1.24, 95%CI 1.11–1.38), and having more patriarchal individual gen-

der attitudes (aOR1.24, 95%CI 1.00–1.54), also were more likely to report ‘honour killing’ in

the household.

The occupied Palestinian Territories

In the oPT, 535 women were interviewed. A third (39.8%) were aged 18–29, a quarter (23.7%)

were 30–39 and a third (36.6%) were 40 or older. Only 1.9% reported no education. Two-

thirds of women (68.4%) were currently married, 8.6% divorced or widowed, and a quarter

(23.0%) unmarried. Two-thirds (62.6%) were from the West Bank and a third (37.4%) from

Gaza. Amongst the whole sample, 7.7% (n = 41) of women reported an ‘honour killing’ in

Table 2. Descriptive associations between ‘honour killing’ and socio-demographic, poverty, other forms of violence, and gender attitudes in Afghanistan and the

occupied Palestinian Territories.

Afghanistan occupied Palestinian Territories

No ‘honour killing’ reported in

family

‘Honor killing’ reported in

family

No ‘honour killing’

reported in family

‘Honor killing’ reported in

family

Socio-demographics N n %/mean(95%CI) n %/mean(95%CI) pvalue N n %/mean(95%CI) n %/mean(95%CI) pvalue

Age Group

18–29 740 720 50.5(47.9–53.1) 20 60.6(43.3–75.6) 212 195 39.5(35.3–43.8) 17 41.5(27.9–56.4)

30–39 417 408 28.6(26.4–31.0) 9 27.3(14.8–44.7) 127 122 24.7(21.1–28.7) 5 12.2(5.2–26.1)

40+ 301 297 20.8(18.8–23.0) 4 12.1(4.6–28.2) 0.396 196 177 35.8(31.7–40.2) 19 (46.3(31.9–61.4) 0.155

Education

None 1095 77.2(74.9–79.3) 25 75.8(58.6–87.4) 10 5 1.0(0.4–2.4) 5 12.2(5.4–25.5)

Primary, secondary or more 324 22.8(20.8–25.1) 8 24.2(12.6–41.4) 0.848 525 489 99.0(97.6–99.6) 36 87.8(74.6–94.7) <0.001

Palestinian territories

Gaza 200 182 36.8(35.7–38.0) 18 43.9(30.8–57.9)

West Bank 335 312 63.2(62.0–64.3) 23 56.1(42.1–69.2) 0.345

Afghanistan—Province

Kabul 1099 1088 76.4(75.9–76.8) 11 33.3(19.7–50.6)

Nangarhar 359 337 23.7(23.2–24.1) 22 66.7(49.5–80.4) <0.001

Poverty

Borrowed in past month because of hunger (yes) 336 321 22.5(20.5–24.7) 15 45.5(29.6–62.3) 0.002 106 91 18.4(15.5–21.8) 15 36.6(23.1–52.6) 0.006

Access to money in emergency (easy) 262 249 17.5(15.6–19.5) 13 39.4(24.5–56.6) 0.001 250 235 47.6(43.7–51.5) 15 36.6(23.3–52.2) 0.18

Marital status

Currently married 932 910 63.9(61.4–66.3) 22 66.7(49.2–80.5) 366 340 68.8(64.7–72.7) 26 63.4(48.4–76.2)

Divorced or widowed 98 98 6.9(5.7–8.3) 0 0(0.0–0.0) 46 42 8.5(6.4–11.3) 4 9.8(3.7–23.5)

Never married 428 417 29.3(27.0–31.2) 11 33.3(19.5–50.8) 0.281 123 112 22.7(19.2–26.6) 11 26.8(15.7–42.0) 0.768

Is husband a relative?

No 372 363 40.0(37.0–43.2) 9 40.9(22.8–61.9) 245 231 60.5(55.7–65.1) 14 46.7(29.5–64.7)

Cousin 431 420 46.3(43.1–49.5) 11 50.0(30.2–70.0) 84 79 20.7(17.0–25.0) 5 16.7(7.2–34.2)

Other relative 126 124 13.7(11.6–16.0) 2 9.1(2.3–30.1) 0.82 83 72 18.9(15.3–23.0) 11 36.7(21.4–55.2) 0.069

Relationship with husband (> = worse) 932 14.8(14.6–14.9) 16.8(15.7–17.9) <0.001

Violence in household

Past year physical IPV (yes) 215 203 22.4(19.8–25.1) 12 54.6(34.1–73.6) <0.001 93 81 23.8(20.0–28.1) 12 46.2(28.3–65.1) 0.014

Past year hit by mother-in-law (yes) 117 109 18.1(15.3–21.3) 8 38.1(20.3–59.8) 0.021

Parent hit them in past year (yes) 200 184 13.2(11.5–15.0) 16 48.5(32.3–65.0) <0.001

Hit by sibling in past year (yes) 193 182 12.9(11.3–14.8) 11 33.3(19.5–50.7) <0.001

Childhood traumas > = more 1450 15.5(15.3–15.7) 17.8(15.8–19.8) 0.026

Attitudes

Individual gender attitudes (> = more

patriarchal)

1457 22.15(21.99–22.31) 23.18(22.10–24.27) 0.066 518 10.5(10.3–10.7) 11.4(10.5–12.2) 0.069

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t002
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their family. A fifth (20.5%) said it was in the past year, a third (30.8%) 1–5 years previously,

and half (48.7%) six or more years ago.

In bivariate analysis (Table 2) a larger proportion of women with no education (99.0%)

(compared to any education 87.8%, p<0.00001), those who reported borrowing in the past

month because of hunger (36.6%, compared to 18.4%, p = 0.006), and those reporting more

patriarchal gender attitudes (p = 0.069) reported an ‘honour killing’. Amongst married women

a greater proportion of women who were married to a relative which was not their cousin

(36.7%, c.f. 18.9%) and a greater proportion of women reporting past year IPV (46.2%, c.f.

23.8%, p = 0.014) reported an ‘honour killing’ in their family ever.

Table 5 reports the multivariable logistic regression model married women in the oPT.

Women reporting having any education were less likely to report ‘honour killing’ (aOR0.05,

0.01–0.19) than those with no education. Compared to those reporting no borrowing and no

IPV, those reporting borrowing in the past month but no IPV (aOR2.77, 95%CI 0.94–8.09),

IPV (but not borrowing) (aOR3.07, 95%CI 1.02–9.23), and those reporting borrowing and

IPV (aOR5.89, 95%CI 1.84–18.79), were all more likely to report an ‘honor killing’. Women

who were married to a relative (but not a cousin) were also more likely to report ‘honor killing’

(aOR3.30, 95%CI 1.34–8.15).

Amongst unmarried women in the oPT (Table 6) the multivariable logistic regression

model showed education being protective of reporting an ‘honour killing’ (aOR0.15, 95%CI

Table 3. Factors associated with married women reporting ‘honour killing’ in Afghanistan (n = 899).

aOR 95%CI

Province (Nangarhar c.f. Kabul) 2.04 0.73–5.68

Age (continuous) 0.95 0.89–1.01

Borrowed in past month because of hunger (yes) 8.71 2.27–33.40

Ease of accessing money in an emergency (easy) 11.39 3.05–42.50

Relationship with husband (> = worse) 0.61 0.23–1.67

IPV and MIL violence
No IPV or mother-in-law violence ref

Mother-in-law violence only, no IPV 1.05 0.19–5.88

Only IPV, but no mother-in-law violence 3.73 1.12–12.36

IPV and mother-in-law violence 10.52 2.60–42.56

Childhood traumas (> = more) 0.86 0.75–1.00

Chi-square <0.00001, R2 = 0.25

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t003

Table 4. Factors associated with ‘honour killing’ in the family amongst unmarried women in Afghanistan

(n = 502).

aOR 95%CI

Ease of accessing money in an emergency (easy) 4.06 0.85–19.37

Parental/sibling violence
None ref

Parental or sibling violence 5.47 0.82–36.70

Parental and sibling violence 7.37 1.24–43.86

Childhood traumas (> = more) 1.24 1.11–1.38

Individual gender attitudes (> = more patriarchal) 1.24 1.00–1.54

Chi squared <0.00001, R2 = 0.30

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t004
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0.02–0.86) and there was an association between borrowing in the past month and ‘honour

killing’, whereby those reporting borrowing were more likely to report an ‘honour killing’

(aOR2.33, 95%CI 1.18–4.85), compared to those reporting no borrowing.

Discussion

This research suggests ‘honour killings’ may be common in these two countries. In the gener-

alisable, population-based sample from oPT, 1 in 13 women in the population of West Bank

and Gaza lived in a family where there had been an ‘honour killing’. In Afghanistan, 1 in 16

women interviewed from Nangarhar, and 1 in 100 from Kabul, provinces reported an ‘honour

killing’ in their family. This may, however, be an overestimate as a number of women may be

reporting the same ‘honour killing’ because of the sampling strategy, and we did not clarify

women’s relationship to the murdered woman. As such, while it is not possible to derive popu-

lation prevalence from this data it does suggest the problem maybe more common than sug-

gested by estimates from Non-Governmental Organisations and the Afghan Human Rights

Commission [6, 8].

As hypothesized, our analysis suggests a strong association between women reporting ‘hon-

our killing’ in their family and reporting other violence from household members, suggesting

a clustering of violent practices within families. Furthermore, the analysis also highlights an

association between poverty and ‘honour killings’. Despite there being a significant body of

Table 5. Factors associated with ‘honour killing’ amongst married women in the occupied Palestinian Territories

(n = 412).

aOR 95%CI

Education (primary or more) 0.05 0.01–0.19

Husband related to you
No ref

Cousin 1.04 0.32–3.35

Other relative 3.30 1.34–8.15

Borrowing and IPV
No borrowing or IPV ref

Only borrowed in past month, no IPV 2.76 0.94–8.09

Only IPV, no borrowing 3.07 1.02–9.23

Borrowed and IPV 5.89 1.84–18.79

Refugee camp (c.f. other settlements) 2.17 0.94–5.03

Chi-square <0.00001, R2 = 0.16

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t005

Table 6. Factors associated with ‘honour killing’ amongst unmarried women in the occupied Palestinian Territo-

ries (n = 160).

aOR 95%CI

Education (none) ref

Education (primary or more) 0.08 0.02–0.29

Borrowing in past month because of hunger (no) ref

Borrowing in past month because of hunger (yes) 2.33 1.18–4.85

Gender attitudes (> = more patriarchal) 1.06 0.94–1.19

Chi-square p<0.0001, R2 = 0.07

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0219125.t006
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qualitative research on ‘honour killings’ [2, 9, 11, 12, 15], these findings provide rare quantita-

tive evidence supporting ethnographic research on the root causes of ‘honour killings’.

The consistent association in the multivariable regression analyses across both countries

between other forms of violence in the home, including violence from a husband, beating

from a parent, or mother-in-law, childhood traumas, and sibling violence, strongly supports

an interpretation that ‘honour killing’ is an extension of other forms of VAWG and can be

understood as an overall pattern of control and violence directed at women and girls by men,

to control women’s mobility, autonomy and sexuality. Previous quantitative work has demon-

strated this overlap in relation to other forms of family violence, including IPV and violence

against children [26], and IPV and mother-in-law violence [27, 28], and it has been argued

that family dynamics sustain and enable these overlaps [26, 28, 29]. Qualitative studies have

also shown patterns of family violence occurring prior to an ‘honour killing’ [11, 12], reflecting

the femicide literature, which suggests the murder of women is the culmination of other forms

of violence perpetrated by men and experienced by women [30, 31]. Similarly, research on

HBA has also emphasized the multitude of perpetrators, including mother-in-laws and others

[13], reflecting household acceptability of violence as very important in shaping HBA, and

‘honor killing’.

The analysis suggests an unclear association between gender attitudes (as measured) and

‘honour killing’. The use of violence is a strongly gendered practice, and when directed

towards women and girls within families is clearly an expression of patriarchal gender norms

[5, 21]. As the analysis highlighted, there was an important clustering of violent practices

within the household. However, in adjusted models, individual patriarchal gender attitudes

were only associated with ‘honour killing’ amongst unmarried women in Afghanistan. This

lack of association may be because our scale did not adequately capture how gender attitudes

are articulated in these settings, and how patriarchy is enforced. More widely, however,

anthropological literature has emphasised that the family has remained particularly important

in shaping gender relationships in Afghanistan and the oPT because of ongoing conflict and

occupation [2, 32], the relative lack of state power and, the reliance on agriculture [15].

There were complex associations between poverty and ‘honour killing’. In Afghanistan and

the oPT, women reporting borrowing more in the past four weeks because of hunger, were

more likely to report an ‘honour killing’ in the family. Borrowing may be an indication of pov-

erty, and women who borrow more, may be perceived as a burden on a family. This supports

the anthropological literature [15] that poverty drives ‘honour killing’, although the precise

reasons why are not clear. Previous research has similarly highlighted that other forms of

VAW are connected to poverty [33].

In Afghanistan, women reporting easier to access money in an emergency were more likely

to report an ‘honour killing’, but this was not the case in the oPT. Ease in accessing money in

an emergency has been conceptualized as a measure of wealth/poverty [33], and we had

hypothesized that challenges in accessing money in an emergency would be associated with

‘honour killing’. However, in contexts where formal banking systems do not commonly exist,

access to money in an emergency may also be an indicator of the strength of family and social

networks. Anthropological literature highlights the importance of establishing support for an

‘honour killing’ from other community members and institutions [11, 15], suggesting strong

networks facilitate this. It may also be that tighter extended family networks, ensure knowledge

of ‘honour killings’ is also communicated more widely to the extended family.

The lack of association in the oPT between ease of accessing money and ‘honour killing’

may be because women who report borrowing are poorer and less educated. Access to

resources is deceiving; as it really indicated more reliance/ dependency on family, and as such

more vulnerability to family whims. Many of the women who borrow are more perceived as a
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burden on the family, rather than an indication of (positive) family ties. However, qualitative

work would have to untangle these associations fully.

In the oPT education (primary or more) was associated with less ‘honour killing’ in the

family. Previous research has suggested education is associated with attitudes to ‘honour kill-

ing’ and people with more education have less patriarchal attitudes [17, 21]. In contexts with

relatively high levels of women’s education, lack of education may be indicative of social mar-

ginalization, and a proxy for other forms of poverty. In Afghanistan so few women had more

than madrassa or basic primary education, and women’s attending education is so contested

and closely related to household gender attitudes that the measure would not have been

expected to operate in the same way as in oPT.

The analysis has a number of implications for future research and intervention work on

violence against women and girls. First, recognising ‘honour killing’ as one important form of

femicide and asking about it, alongside other forms of femicide (e.g. intimate femicide) is cru-

cial for understanding the magnitude of violence women experience. Future research should

ask more directly about the relationship between interviewee and the woman killed, and

explore how this violence relates to other patterns of women experience. Given there appears

to be overlapping associations between other forms of violence women experience (IPV,

mother-in-law violence etc.) interventions working to eradicate violence against women, may

find it appropriate to include work around ‘honour killing’. The close connections between all

forms of family violence and ‘honour killing’ do suggest that prevention efforts be targeted at

working with families around preventing violence more generally, as well as ‘honour killing’

specifically.

This study has a number of limitations. The main limitation is we are unsure of the rela-

tionship between the participant and the woman or girl killed in the name of ‘honour’. The

term family extends beyond nuclear families, to include extended families, and potentially

tribal networks. As such, we cannot be sure that some women were not reporting the same

‘honour killing’ and so, even in oPT, cannot use the data to derive a prevalence of ‘honour kill-

ings’. In addition, questions about violence, poverty and gender attitudes were all within the

past year, but we cannot be sure when the person was killed. However, it is unlikely that per-

sonal ideas on gender relations would have become more conservative and to the extent that

these reflect social norms in the family it is more likely that these would not have changed

much over time. Both samples were cross-sectional and as such temporality of associations

are unclear. We only had one marker of poverty in oPT, and the item could have multiple

meanings. In Afghanistan, women self-selected into the study, therefore results are not gener-

alizable to the population level, but this does not necessarily invalidate associations. To the

extent women are highly constrained in Afghanistan, we would expect trial participants to be

likely to come from relatively less controlling families. Finally, the proportion of women

reporting an ‘honour killing’ was low, resulting in limited power to find associations in

analysis.

Conclusions

‘Honour killings’ are not isolated incidents but are probably much more common than is nor-

mally estimated. They should be documented and researched as part of strategies to eradicate

them. As we hypothesized, in these countries they were associated with other forms of VAWG

and poverty. While ‘honour killings’ are distinctive among other types of female murder,

because of the perpetrators and ‘expressed’ reasons, the killing of women is located within, and

driven by, similar practices of control of women’s sexuality and enforcement of male power.

Prevention of ‘honour killings’ needs to be an explicit development goal, and achieved through
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changing patriarchal gender norms, reducing poverty and removing the impunity of

perpetrators.
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