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‘Death is the fearest cover for her shame’*
Framing honour killings (2010)

*Much Ado About Nothing (4.1.113) William Shakespeare

7th April
Anniversary of the public killing of Du'a Khalil Aswad
and
International Honour Killings Awareness Day

On 7th April 2007, a 17-year-old Iraqi Kurd
of the Yazidi faith, Du’a Khalil Aswad, was
stoned to death in the town of Bashika in
Northern Iraq.

The Human Rights Watch
definition of honour crimes

“Honor crimes are acts of violence, usually murder, committed by male family
members against female family members, who are perceived to have brought
dishonour upon the family.
A woman can be targeted by (individuals within) her family for a variety of
reasons, including: refusing to enter into an arranged marriage, being the victim
of a sexual assault, seeking a divorce — even from an abusive husband — or
(allegedly) committing adultery.
The mere perception that a woman has behaved in a specific way to ‘dishonour’
her family, is sufficient to trigger an attack”.
HRW World Report 2001: Women's Rights
Integration of the human rights of women and the gender perspective: Violence Against Women and
‘Honor’ Crimes
Human Rights Watch Oral Intervention at the 57th Session of the UN Commission on Human Rights

Where, why and how?
Every year, in countries in the Arab world, Turkey, Iran and some south and
central Asian countries, and in a number of European countries thousands
of women who do not accept the tribal traditions; refuse forced marriages;
marry according to their will; or live independently, are murdered by their
family member, to save the 'honour' of the family.
The practice is known as honour killing.
Women, who have brought 'shame' to family's 'honour', are sentenced to
death by family courts and the sentence is usually carried out by male
members of the families.
Under special laws, the killers are given light sentences, sometimes with
little or no jail time at all in their own countries. The killers mainly defend
their act of murder by referring to their traditional practices and beliefs.

Deeyah Khan: ‘An honour killing is a planned, group decision.
It is a pre-meditated, collective decision’.
‘Honour killings are a public display
of control, strength, dominance
and restoration of lost honour’.
Norwegian documentary film
director and human rights
activist of Punjabi/Pashtun descent
Deeyah Khan defines it:
‘an organised crime’

Filming honour and documenting horror
In the past 20 years honor killings have garnered increasing international media
attention. The horror and injustice of these crimes have surfaced strongly within the
human rights framework since the year 2000, alerting filmmakers to this pressing
issue. The dramatic confluence of social and cultural events that have made these
killings a worldwide problem, crossing cultures, socio-economic classes, religions and
nations, is poignantly portrayed in documentaries, feature films and TV dramas.
Filmmakers thoroughly explores the patriarchal notion of honour as it permeates
modern Western nations. When families migrate to new countries, they bring with
them their traditional honour codes and forms of punishment inflicted on women
who are deemed to have stained their family’s reputation. These practices inevitably
cause intercultural and intergenerational clashes when young women, born and/or
raised in the multi-religious and multicultural host country and society, aspire to
education and a career, and want the freedom to socialize with other groups and
make their own choice of partner.

Two case studies

• Banaz Mahmod (Iraqi Kurdistan 1985 - London 2006)
• Hatun Aynur Sürücü (Turkey 1982 – Berlin 2005)
The films on these cases denounce the practice of honor killings respectively
in England and Germany.

Banaz Mahmod
(Iraqi Kurdistan 1985 - London 2006)

She was a 20-year-old Kurdish woman who lived in South
London. She was murdered on the orders of her
family because she ended a violent and abusive forced
marriage and started a relationship with someone of her
own choosing. Her father, uncle and three cousins were
convicted of her murder.

Banaz Mahmod
• Banaz: A Love Story
2012 Emmy award-winning documentary film
directed and produced by Deeyah Khan

• Honour
2020 crime drama, ITV miniseries,
directed by Richard Laxton

Detective Chief Inspector Caroline Goode
The Metropolitan Police team
responsible for finding Banaz' body
and for building a case against those
involved in her murder won the
Detective Investigation Award for
their work; Detective Chief Inspector
Caroline Goode was awarded
the Queen's Police Medal for her
work leading the investigation.

Banaz’ story in popular culture
• In 2015 actor/rapper Riz MC released a song, entitled Benaz, which was
based on Banaz' story, in his mixtape Englistan released on St. George's
Day.
• A ballad was created by a 13-year-old girl, narrating the story of Banaz and
published in Sisterhood.
• Love Like Blood (2017), from the Tom Thorne crime series by author Mark
Billingham was inspired by Banaz' story and is dedicated to the memory of
both her and her boyfriend Rahmat Sulemani who committed suicide in
2016.

Hatun Aynur Sürücü
(Turkey 1982 – Berlin 2005)

She was a 23-year old Kurdish-Turkish woman
living in Berlin. She was murdered by her
youngest brother. She had divorced the cousin
she was forced to marry at the age of 16, and
was dating a German man. Her murder
inflamed a public debate over forced
marriage.

Hatun Sürücü
• Two Sides of the Moon
2010 documentary film by David Gould

• When We Leave
2010 drama by Feo Aladag

• A Regular Woman
2019 drama by Sherry Hormann

Honour killings: Emmy and Academy Awards
Saving Face (2012)
Saving Face the 2012 documentary
film directed by Sharmeen ObaidChinoy and Daniel Junge about acid
attacks on women in Pakistan.
The film won an Emmy Award and
the 2012 Academy Award for Best
Documentary Short Subject, making
its director, Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy,
Pakistan's first Oscar winner.
The film was inspired from the life of
acid victim Fakhra Younus, who died
by suicide in 2012.

A Girl in the River. The Price of Forgiveness (2015)
A Girl in the River: The Price of Forgiveness is a
2015 documentary film directed by Sharmeen ObaidChinoy about honor Killings in Pakistan. A Girl in the River won the
Academy Awards in Documentary short category.

Are we witnessing a shift?
From a cinema of civic commitment to …
The number and variety of short films, documentaries, feature films, TV
dramas on honour crimes has increased in the past 20 years as cases of
honour killings are more regularly reported all over the world.
This cultural practice is undoubtedly serious and difficult to address, however,
the fast growing production of films on the topic may lead to some troubling
considerations.
In the years 2010 films were produced to denounce the phenomenon and
raise awareness. Filmmakers felt the responsibility to retell the compelling
stories of the struggle for social and cultural integration in Western
communities, while maintaining a respectful attitude towards the victims and
refraining from showing graphic images or playing up the events. These films
were expressions of human rights activism, giving voice to the marginalized as
they chronicled the tragedy of the killed women and their families. Both
feature and documentary films also problematized the families ties and
emotions.

… a cinema of dark entertainment?
In the late 2010s it seems that the purpose of films and TV programs has
shifted. The representations of honour killings, whether based on real cases
or fictionalized events, seem to have become a new genre comprising
captivating dramas, crime and detective stories, thrillers, a sort of new noir,
exploiting the phenomenon and its actors, creating new villains and heroes,
victims and saviours, and turning honour killings into spectacle for Western
audiences.
Is the horror of these tragedies the new frontier for home entertainment for
insatiable or desensitized crime story viewers?

Sama Abbas (Pakistan 2003 – Novellara [Reggio Emilia] 2021)

Sama Abbas, 18-years old Pakistani
woman, who refused an arranged
marriage, was reported missing in Italy on
30th april 2021. After 67 days, the search
for her body end as investigation leads to
inconclusive results.
Italian media: La vita in diretta, youtube
video of the execution of a girl in Pakistan.
Death, live on the screen.
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